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            The House of Morgan Family Tree

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mitch Morgan married Isabelle Marshall

        Their children: Peter, Victoria, John, Luke, Elizabeth, Matthew

      

      

      
        
        Mitch Morgan had an affair with Fiona Dupree

        Their children: Mitch, Damien, Galen, Axel, Catherine (also called Jess)

      

      

      
        
        Mitch Morgan had an affair with unknown Italian woman.

        Their children: So far research indicates 4 male children.

      

      

      

      
        
        Peter married Belle Jordan in Secret Bet.

        No children.

      

      

      
        
        Victoria married Colt Collins in Secret Baby

        Their children: Clara.

      

      

      
        
        John married Alice Collins in Secret Crush

        They have one child, unnamed.

      

      

      
        
        Luke is engaged to Caro Soliz in Secret Wish

        No children. Luke and Caro get married in Secret Romeo

      

      

      
        
        Elizabeth married Rafe Soliz in Secret Dad

        Their children: Brandon.

      

      

      
        
        Matthew is currently not married.
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        Mitch Morgan married Tess Taylor in Secret Heir

        No children.

      

      

      
        
        Damien married Serenity Hanscom in Secret Tryst Expecting Twins.

      

      

      
        
        Galen marries Natalie Parker in Secret Date

      

      

      
        
        Axel is currently not married.
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        Victoria Pinder wants to hear from you! If you’re on social media, please friend her.

        Join Victoria’s Bold and Foxy Street Team

        You can also find her here:

        Sign up for her newsletter and get a FREE novella.

        Follow on Facebook

        Follow on Twitter
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      Please check out the entire House of Morgan Series and get caught up.

      
        
        The House of Morgan

        Secret Crush

        Secret Baby

        Secret Bet

        Secret Wish

        Secret Dad

        Secret Heir

        Secret Tryst

        Secret Date

        Secret Romeo

        Secret Match

        Secret Bridesmaid

        Secret Admirer (Coming Soon)

        The House of Morgan Boxed Set 1-3

        The House of Morgan Boxed Set 4-6
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            A Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading SECRET WISH

      I have loved writing the Morgan series. This family has fascinated me for well over a year as I prepared to write the series. If you are curious about what’s next, stay tuned. Elizabeth and Rafe’s story is coming in 2017. And I promise I won’t leave you hanging for long on what happened to Belle.
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      "Doctor Morgan, you're being paged."

      Luke Morgan turned to the nurse as his name echoed over the speaker that said he should report to the nurse's station. Strange no code was announced, so he had to assume someone new worked here. He passed the carolers who were visiting all the rooms to fill the place with holiday cheer.

      Luke walked briskly away from any sign of Christmas. One of his patients must be critical. He dropped his coffee cup into the basket, and the rubber of his sneakers squeaked against the linoleum floor.

      "Thanks," he said as he ran past the nurse that stood at the door.

      His mind shuffled through which of his patients might be in trouble, but today he hadn't seen anyone close to critical in the ER. Someone must have been wheeled in from an ambulance. He fixed his stethoscope around his neck and turned the corner.

      His sister, Elizabeth, stood there, with her shoulders straight, in her new House of Morgan ensemble that currently rivaled Prada, and acting like she was now an heiress. The pretense didn't help them. Their billionaire father had ruined their family, and it was better to not acknowledge their inheritance.

      Elizabeth must want to talk, but he didn't want reminders of the trust fund or the billions they had. He had important work to do here. He slowed his pace, but as he approached he saw her familiar brown eyes and brown hair that always silently said 'big brother, I need you.'

      He slumped his shoulders. "Liz, I don't want to talk about accepting the trust fund in my name at the bank. Mitch Morgan ruined our mother and is probably to blame for your son’s disappearance."

      "He was still our father." Her hands went to her hips. "You know I need the money. I need the best private investigator money can buy to find my baby."

      "Come with me to my office."

      She dropped her hands to her sides and followed him. Every fiber in his being told him that Mitch Morgan orchestrated his sister's loss, and his money would not bring her son home. He opened the door and then closed it behind him once she came inside.

      He stared into her brown eyes and said, "Sis, we've been through this."

      "It's Christmas, Luke." Her head shot up. "I can't give up on my son. I need a miracle."

      Miracles were for fairy tales. Christmas wasn't about hope. It was his job to protect Liz and Mom from more of the heartbreak that the Morgan name brought them. If he had a way to help her, he'd have given anything, but he didn't believe her plan had merits now.

      "I'm not saying that. We've bankrolled the best detectives money can buy, Liz, and no one has found any clue in months. There is nothing we can do except find more people to recruit and help us."

      "I can't." She choked on tears. "He's my son, my baby, and I lost him."

      "He was kidnapped. The more I hear about Mitch Morgan, the more convinced I am he did this to you. We should stay away from his name, but otherwise, I wish I knew how to help."

      Their father hadn't approved of their sister Victoria's child. Their father had told her that her baby girl died at birth and let her live her life without her daughter until Vicki realized the truth. Mitch probably had the same thoughts about Elizabeth's. The difference with Elizabeth was the father of the child wasn't a good guy, and in no way would he raise a son on his own.

      He took her hand in his. "I will continue to pay for everything. The trust fund money so far has all gone toward the search and that's fine. Take every dime I have. You know that, but you have to take care of yourself too."

      "I need you to go with me to this wedding." She shook her head and dropped her hands to her sides. "You don't have the resources that Peter and John do. Money isn't enough. We need their connections, and I want your support. We are all family. They are our brothers."

      "There is no resource that money cannot find and they were raised by him."

      “I trust them, Luke, and I want you with me.”

      The wedding was a joke. He had no answer for how to help Liz find her kidnapped child. It had been three months already, and the trail was cold. The detectives told them to begin to grieve, but she saw Christmas as a reason to hope. Right now there was nothing.

      “I don’t see how you trust them.” He turned to his sister. “They might be our siblings but we didn’t grow up with them. Besides, they were raised by the same monster who probably set you up and took your son.”  He coughed and shook his head. “Look, I don't want to talk about this at work, but you never had time to build trust with any of them."

      "He was our father too and my instincts say I trust them."

      She crossed her arms, looking and acting exactly like their mother. Her glassy eyes now mirrored the pain Mom always embodied.

      Every cell in his body wished he knew what to do to help as she said, "They are our brothers. Peter's getting married. Let's go and play nice, so I might find the people who stole my son."

      Liz was on her personal mission. His body was chilled by the reality that he hadn't been able to help her so far. He stilled.

      "What does his nuptials have to do with taking that money? I'm afraid you're putting too much stock into Christmas."

      "Luke, you're not listening. We have to be a family. So get over yourself."

      Elizabeth wasn't wrong. He glanced at his door and longed to deal with his patients, who he could help unlike his sister and her crisis. She made him feel helpless. If everything worked out, today's shift would be a rare one with simple, easy-to-fix patients.

      Right now he had patients. He couldn’t help his sister or locate their brother for his help either. He was older than Elizabeth by seven minutes. Last he heard, their other brother, Matthew, had been at some conference in Brussels for a few weeks now.

      He took a deep breath and told Liz, "Sis, please think about what I said. I have to go now."

      She met his gaze, and he saw her lower lip push out in a pout that always got to him. "I need you to come with me to Peter and Belle's wedding. He's our brother."

      No. Mitch Morgan, their father, had forced their mother into seclusion and sent the three of them to boarding school as soon as they were six. Now he understood Mitch had kept Peter, Victoria and John from their mom and then taken the three of them from her too. He hadn't known till well after college, and then Liz's son was kidnapped a week after they reconnected with their own mother. Liz had to see that the three other siblings meant more bad news for the rest of them. Their father had to have a hand in this.

      "You should have come to the party with Mom."

      "I don't want to meet them."

      "Are you going to tell Mom that?"

      Their mom saw the appearance of John, Peter and Victoria as a blessed miracle. He'd have better luck with negotiating peace in the Middle East. His stance widened as he slipped a printout that was automatically forwarded from a nurse into his white doctor's coat.

      Liz didn't mention the interruption and continued with her argument. "From what I read, our sister, Victoria, thought her own daughter was dead. For all we know our father could have done the same to me."

      At least she had the same suspicions he had. "He died the same time as the kidnapping. I have no way of retracing that man's steps and that’s exactly why I don’t want us to bother with them. Mitch Morgan kept Peter at his side at all times."

      An email came through about a new patient that might be dehydrated. He sucked in his breath and stood.

      "Liz, our world is fine without the rest of them." An alarm went off that indicated there was an emergency. "I have to go for now. I have patients."

      She stepped in his way and blocked the door. "You don't have a life either. All you do is work. Come to the wedding and all the festivities that begin tomorrow."

      The alarm ended, which meant another doctor was already there.

      An argument here would be heard, and he had a reputation. He couldn't call Peter and John his brothers, not if they were anything like their father. He couldn't take a chance.

      So he deflected what he wanted to say. "I don't have a tux."

      She shrugged. "I'll send it over to your condo on Collins Ave."

      His forehead was hot, but he still kept what he wanted to say to himself. He glanced around her to the door.

      "I don't have a date, and you and Mom have wedding duties."

      She smiled and again stepped in his way, so he couldn't clear a path. "I'll set you up with a hot woman to have on your arms for the night."

      The last time he’d kissed a woman in Miami, it had scorched his soul. Caro Soliz was a college dream, who probably was married with three children now.

      He lowered his voice and narrowed his gaze. "You're finding me a date now?"

      She dropped her hands to her sides. At least now she seemed more like the girl he grew up with.

      "I'm your sister."

      He squared his shoulders. "We don't know anyone in Miami. We’ve been here less than a month."

      "You moved because you’re a good son. I moved here as the investigators tracked Brandon to Miami." She smiled like she would for some child. He shook his head as she said, "You have this nice job already. Matthew will be transferred to a Miami branch soon. We're all going, and it would be wrong for you to miss it. It's Christmas, Luke. I need that miracle."

      Miracles weren't just offered. A brief vision of Caro Soliz flashed in his mind. He blinked and the thought left him.

      "Where are you finding this woman for me?"

      She shuffled on her feet. "I have my ways."

      She had no clue. He should let her and then whatever disaster she found, he could tease her about for the next decade. At least she wasn't crying again.

      He smiled. "Fine. It seems you are determined."

      "I am."

      The teasing needed a set up. "You owe me."

      "How do you figure that?"

      Anything that helped keep her smiling would be good, though he already imagined what a horrible date she'd find at the last minute. "I'm letting you find me a date for a wedding. I'm sure I'll have something to say once I meet this woman."

      "Trust me."

      If she needed him at this wedding for the show, then fine, he'd go. He tapped his fingers on her arm to ensure she was listening.

      "In most things, no problem, but I've met the line of losers that you called your boyfriends."

      She shook her head. "And the quiet mice that you brought home to dinner were what? Stellar examples of your taste?"

      One of the losers she had dated might have been the one who kidnapped Liz's child. What happened that day sounded too planned out. He'd spent money finding every possible ex of hers, but he never found Brandon. If the kidnapping was related to their dead father, their new last name should be kept a secret, not advertised. He kept these thoughts to himself and focused on what she said.

      "I like quiet women. You and Mom are the opposite and can give me a headache."

      Her lips curled into a smile. "Stop it. Now go to your patients. I have work to do."

      At least she seemed stable at the moment. He reached out and hugged Liz as he said, "I love ya, sis."

      She turned to leave, but glanced over her shoulder. "Don't try to butter me up, and thank you for this weekend."

      He waited for her to leave, and then checked his paper printout on his next patient. He read numbers and realized this wasn't life threatening, but the patient might be distraught.

      As he walked down the hall, decorated with Christmas cheer, he picked up the patient chart outside the first door on his rounds.

      Now if he could wave his magic wand, he'd somehow help his sister find her missing son and help his own mother stay calm. As he slipped into the patient's room, he let his own thoughts go and put his effort into diagnosing what was next. Here, he knew what to do. Here he didn’t wonder if Brandon was dead and he hadn’t been able to find him. The ache in his heart grew stronger every day.
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      The Shoppes at Brickell offered Caro a beverage to drown out the guitar-playing retired people and their Christmas hymns in her backyard. The long day at work as a maid in the Morgan home made her exhausted, but her home was busy. She wasn't far from Brickell, and an hour out of the house to act like a young, single woman would be great. She maneuvered her way through her mother's guests and the now mostly eaten pig on the pit. Her brother, Rafe, and her long ago ex-college boyfriend, Jose, cornered her near the front door.

      Her brother asked, "Caro, where do you think you are going?"

      She dropped her shoulders. Tomorrow was a work day. Unlike her mother and her friends, her brother, Jose, and even Jennifer, she had to get up in the morning.

      She glanced around the backyard, and Jennifer was not there. First the telenovela star snagged her dress, when she showed up at her mother’s party and talked Momma into lending it to her for Peter Morgan’s wedding. Now she disappeared. Strange.

      She turned to her brother. "I want to get a drink and get out of here until Mom's friends all leave. I have work tomorrow."

      "We all do." Jose and Rafe shared a look, and then Jose said, "We're coming with you."

      Once again, Caro's gaze sought out Jennifer. Rafe's girlfriend had played queen of the manor at the Morgan estate until Peter met his fiancée. Now she had Caro’s red dress, tying Caro’s fashion dreams to someone she had never liked. Of course, it was strange having the telenovela scarlet, who expected her to clean up her spills at her house, once again a fixture in her family.

      "I can go by myself, Rafe. I don't need a babysitter."

      "We all need a drink, sis. Besides I can't have any guy hitting on my sister."

      She rolled her eyes. They were being stupid right now, but then her brother, Rafe, had been acting the part of their missing father for most of her life. The point of the beer was to get away from her mother, and so Caro could be near people her own age.

      She sighed and said, "Okay, but if I meet a doctor or a lawyer, you two don't know me."

      Jose puffed his chest out. "No one gets to you."

      Her lips curled. "I'm not yours, Jose. You know this."

      "I just want a beer and to not think."  Rafe played peacemaker as he was the one that had befriended her ex. Rafe was on the same page as her, though if his girlfriend went, Caro would have to keep her guard up the entire time.

      She swallowed as Rafe then said, "I'll be enough to protect my sister."

      "Whatever, let's go."

      She still didn’t see Jennifer, though, and she'd rather hide in her room than be forced to spend time with the prima donna.

      She crossed her arms. "Are you sure you can come, Rafe? Shouldn't you get home to Jennifer?"

      Rafe shrugged his shoulders. "She went home early. She has an early morning shoot, and I have to work tomorrow too."

      Now the beer sounded perfect. No drama queens would manipulate the situation, and she had spent years mastering the art of ignoring Jose.

      Without thinking, she winked. "Sounds like trouble in paradise."

      Rafe flinched. Her stomach knotted. She shouldn't have said anything. Rafe's cheeks were red, and Jose puffed his chest like he'd say something else.

      Rafe answered first. "I don't want to talk about anything. Want to ride in my car?"

      Jose patted his friend on the back, like he knew more about her brother than she did, and then pointed to Rafe's car. "Let's all go in the Escalade."

      She settled into the backseat of Rafe's car and closed her eyes. No one here would criticize her lack of boyfriends. No one here knew she still dreamt of one kiss years ago from a man she loved and lost.

      At least with her brother around she wouldn’t get hit on by random jerks. On a Thursday night, though, the crowds were usually young hipsters and not the Friday night party people, even during the holidays.

      She buckled her seatbelt. Rafe started the car, and she hit her brother's shoulder as she told him, "Buckle up."

      As they turned onto the main street, Rafe blew past a stop sign. Jose didn't even notice. She shook her head in the backseat.

      "The police force has made you a horrible driver, Rafe."

      Rafe didn't even turn to acknowledge her. "Lay off, Caro. We're here. Let's go inside and get drinks."

      They stepped out of the truck and closed their doors. The tropic night air that still had a tinge of the day's heat worked its magic on her muscles. The open area bar had Christmas white lights all around the outside walls. She relaxed as Rafe opened the local bar’s door for her.

      She tapped her brother's arm to get his attention as the music blared. She pointed past the white Christmas tree on the left. "I'll get a table. One of y'all get me a Corona with lemon."

      She walked away from the boys and turned the corner. Despite the tacky, never seen snow, Christmas decorations that looked like someone hit the clearance section of the dollar store, this bar had an open roof, and the moonlight shone down on them. It was a nice evening of seventy-five degrees. She glanced at all the tables, and as bodies parted, she hoped she spotted one close to the corner. She made her way there, but then almost tripped over a wall of giant muscles that stepped in front of her.

      The smell of familiar oak trees filled her nostrils. It was the scent of the man she’d never forget. She licked her lips.

      Then his arms wrapped around hers to ensure she didn't trip and fall on her face in her heels. Her heartbeat grew as she glanced up at the handsome man with blue eyes and light brown almost blond hair. It felt like she was reliving a dream.

      The man’s face was in shadows. The heat in her body told her it was Luke, but she couldn’t see. She played with her necklace, pulled away, and lowered her gaze. "Sorry, I didn't see you."

      His broad shoulders were so intense. Images of Luke washed over her ,but this man in the shadow was equally hot.

      Her pulse raced as every nerve ending told her this was not her imagination, as he said, "Don't worry about it."

      A second later, he stepped into the light, and the glint in his eyes grew. "Caro Soliz, is that you?"

      Whoever in charge of the music chose that moment to blow his speakers with increased volume as the song pierced through her. She couldn't hear anything beyond the beat, but she shouted, "Luke?”

      He leaned lower to her ear. As he came closer, she smelled oak trees mixed with a slight citrus, and her mouth watered.

      "You dated Jose at the UM."

      Luke Marshall. Their one kiss outside the library flashed again as her mouth tingled. "That was a long time ago."

      "Yes, it was."

      Nothing could have prepared her for this moment. She clearly couldn't think straight this second. Her lips puckered as she stood on her tip toes to answer him.

      "Right, I'm Caro. Luke, is that you?"

      Another woman, a blonde who was so thin and tall that her red dress clung to her like it was spray painted on her body. She could have anyone she ever wanted, placed her hand on his shoulder as if staking a claim. "Doctor Luke, we were waiting for you over here."

      The words doctor and Luke replayed in her head. He had planned to go to medical school, and it was why he left. She crossed her arms.

      "I'll be there in a minute." He turned to stare at the woman as she took her hand away and then his sexy blue eyes returned to stare right at her. The blonde sashayed away as Luke said, "Sorry, office party,” he mumbled. “Caro, it's good to see you. I always wondered what happened to you."

      Office party meant the woman wanted him, but he might not return the favor. Or he could be sleeping with her. She had no idea, but she'd like to know if he was free. She couldn't bring that up now, though, as that would ruin this moment, so she sighed and settled on her question.

      "I finished at UM and never saw or heard from you again."

      "Business school for you. I remember." She licked her lips as he lowered his gaze. "I moved to LA for medical school, Boston for my residency, but I finally moved back."

      Did his kiss now live up to her memory, or had she created a fantasy moment as her body tingled? Her body grew warmer near him, but in the corner of her eye, she saw Jose and Rafe. The air went cold around her. Luke must be assuming the wrong thing entirely as he stared at Jose.

      She stilled. "Wait, don't get the wrong idea, here."

      "You probably married Jose." Luke's face turned red.

      "No. Not at all. He works with my brother, that's it."

      Her brother placed his hand on her back. She held her hand up and waved. "Give me one second, Luke."

      Rafe didn't look at her and stared right at Luke. "Caro, we left you to find a table for us."

      She threw his hand off her and shook her head. "Can you not see I'm talking to this man?" She pointed to the outside patio, as the Santa head bobbed near the white plastic tree. "You go find a table, and I will join you in a minute."

      Rafe crossed his arms as he said, "Caro, I'm right over there."

      As they left for the moment, she turned towards Luke. "Rafe is my annoying brother, who acts like my stand-in father, and Jose is a fellow police officer with him. I broke up with Jose the day you left, right after you kissed me outside the library."

      "You told me you weren't the girl who cheated on anyone."

      She had said the absolute wrong thing. She had spent years chastising herself for her stupidity and not being able to think in that moment.

      "I needed to break things clean with Jose. I didn’t mean for you to leave."

      "I wish you had said that."

      She lowered her eyes. "Me too. I couldn't think that night."

      Luke's smile reflected her own. "I remember thinking if I had a girl like you, I'd do everything I could to ensure we had a future together."

      Rafe was a few feet away, but she could feel his and Jose’s stares on the base of her neck. Luke leaned closer again, and all she could smell was his woodsy essence. She licked her lips and imagined another kiss.

      "This place is loud. Would you like to go out front to talk for a moment?"

      "Sure."

      Her heart jumped, and she wanted to shout she'd go with him anywhere, but she wasn't stupid. Her brother, who acted the part of her father since their own father died years ago, would ruin this in a few minutes. Her heart warmed as she took his hand. The skin-to-skin contact sent a shockwave through her.

      She nodded her head. "Let's go."

      He led her through the crowd and held the door open for her. She passed his wall of muscles. Goosebumps grew on her arms, though she ignored them. This was her chance for a new memory. She walked to a pretty spot near some palm trees wrapped in white lights. He followed.

      The music now wafted in the air instead of blared as he said, "You always smell like peaches."

      Her eyes widened. "I do?"

      He angled his body away from her as he tried to hide how his eye twitched. "That was lame. I'm out of practice."

      She didn't move as she didn't want to do anything to discourage him. "How?"

      He moved closer. "I haven't tried to speak to anyone since I moved to Miami. I've been so busy setting up my practice."

      She massaged the base of her neck. With luck that meant he hadn't talked to the blonde either. Caro never had a crush on another, and Luke stirred up parts of her that she had assumed died. She averted her gaze.

      "Impossible. You must have a family."

      His smile could light up the stars in the sky. "I moved here to be closer to my mom and sister. I returned less than a month ago, and I've not unpacked most of the boxes in my house."

      As the head maid for Peter Morgan, she often had times to watch television and this week on Jennifer's telenovela, her character had said she avoided a man with mommy issues. Caro narrowed her gaze. She already had her own meddlesome mom, though she couldn't hold it against any guy who suffered like she did. For Luke, she'd be open.

      She arched her eyebrow. "Momma's boy then?"

      He straightened his shoulders. "Absolutely not, but my family went through some hard times, and I should be there for them if they need me."

      Whatever caused those hard times had put lines in his perfect face. Her heart broke for him, and she prayed everything turned out for the best. She reached for his arm to support him, but a jolt of energy rushed through her. It ignited the storm within her, which she struggled to ignore.

      "That's good that you're there for your family. Mine is always around me."

      He leaned closer without crowding her. "So what is it you do?"

      No man smelled so hypnotizing. The forest near wherever he lived must have smelt nicer than the swamp Miami was next to. She was clearly off the charts with this spark she felt and couldn’t remember the last time this had happened. She wouldn't tell him her day job, or how she scrubbed toilets everyday, but instead she could speak about her dream and what she worked on that fed her soul.

      She tugged her ear. "I'm working on becoming a fashion designer, though I do have a day job to pay the bills until I can make that happen."

      He took out his cell phone and held it in front of him. "Caro, can I get your number? I'd like to take you out on a real date, where no one is staring at us through the windows."

      She turned around and saw his coworker that interrupted them. Now she had to ask what the deal was. "Are you sure that's your coworker?"

      "What?" His eyes widened, and he shook his head. "Yes, absolutely. She's a doctor. I met her a half an hour ago."

      The woman's gaze seemed predatory, but Caro relaxed and turned toward him alone. Her instincts said to trust him. She reached out and grabbed his cell.

      "Then okay, give me your phone." She typed in her telephone number and handed him his phone. "It's under Caro Soliz."

      "I remember your name. I’ve thought about you for years now."

      The goose bumps on her arms told her how much she melted this close to him.

      He slipped his phone in his back pocket, but his gaze never left hers. "I'll call you tomorrow. I'd like to see if you're as sweet as I remember."

      She smiled wider. "Luke, keep talking like that. I like good guys."

      He turned and placed his hand on her shoulder. Another shudder of desire raced inside her, and she lost the ability to think as he said, "I'll bring you back to your brother."

      She stared at the table. Jose stood. He must remember Luke from UM. Jose could completely ruin her mood right now.

      Her brother sipped his beer but then his gaze captured hers. He too had the ability to be an annoying killjoy. She slowed her step.

      "Luke, you don't have to go over there. I'll be fine."

      Luke stepped closer as he opened the door and the music blasted right toward them. "I don't want him following us when I call you."

      Or did he want to stare down Jose? Coldness crept through her as her eyebrows arched. "Are you sure?"

      He continued to follow her onto the patio. "Yes, he can't be that horrible, and I protect my sister too."

      The last thing she needed was two alpha men talking about her in the third person. She had no idea what to say next, and the music made it impossible to talk anyhow. She stayed next to him as she joined her brother's table, staring at both men as they sipped their beers.

      "Rafe, Luke insisted he bring me to you, so he could say hello."

      Rafe stood and glared at Luke. "At least he understands you have family."

      Luke was a medical doctor, and he was more important to society than her idiot brother playing his macho stare down game.

      Luke held out his hand for Rafe to shake. "I do understand, and I wanted to let you know I intend to call Caro tomorrow to set up a time where we can go out."

      She'd never understand men. She pressed her lips together as Luke quietly said, "Good night."

      She fixed her hair as her brother said, "I like this one, Caro. He shows respect. I will tell Mom tomorrow."

      Her cheeks must be red as she felt flushed. Luke took her hand and fire burned inside her as he said, "I will speak with you later then."

      Her body seemed to want instant sex right now, but she wasn't that girl. She took her hand away but glanced into his big blue eyes.

      "Bye, Luke."

      She watched him join a table and sit three seats away from the blonde.

      Her brother finished his beer, and said, "Caro, that guy makes the rest of us look bad."

      She crossed her arms. He would find a way to ruin her mood, but she asked anyhow. "How?"

      Jose pushed his beer to the middle of the table to indicate he was done.

      Rafe stood. "I would never go to a family member of a woman I met here."

      Of course, though her brother's taste in women weren't that high. "Not every guy is like you, and we didn't meet here for the first time. I knew Luke in college, and then he left for medical school."

      "I always thought you chose him over me when you broke up with me." Jose pursed his lips and stared at his empty bottle like it was all that truly mattered.

      The small of her back tingled. She would choose Luke over anyone and had ended things with Jose.

      She stood and glanced over her shoulder.

      Luke also seemed to be leaving his table.

      She didn't want to run into him in the parking lot with her brother. Whenever the date was she'd get to truly see who Luke was. Right now she slipped between her brother and Jose as they left through a side door and passed the red poinsettias that decorated the entrance.

      As she hopped into the backseat, Rafe started the engine, and Jose fixed his seatbelt in the passenger seat. Rafe turned around and said, "I hope your date goes well."

      "Me too."

      The song ‘Hark The Herald Angel Sings’ blasted through the parking lot.

      Tonight she'd dream and play the 'what if' game in her head until she couldn't imagine anything other than Luke's handsome face. It would be nice to believe in finding a good guy, though she'd not put stock in that wish just yet. She needed to be practical and focus on the dress that might launch her career, and figuring out an opportunity to speak to Victoria Morgan at the wedding. She'd not think about Luke or love or anything else that she had no control over.

      Every thought of Luke left her needy and breathless.
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      Caro checked her phone, and it was still fully charged at six o'clock in the morning. Today she had to leave work early and get the red dress to Jennifer. The sun wasn't up yet, but green jello shot remains greeted her car as she parked near the back of the Morgan Mansion on Star Island. If this was the driveway, she couldn’t imagine the bay patio where the party took place.

      With a sigh, she realized she needed more time. Last night's caterers for the Morgan business party had left a disaster. She pressed her lips together. She’d never order from them ever again. Caro's sneakers stuck to the ground as she stepped out of her car. She slipped her hand into her pocketbook and hugged her cell phone.

      Luke would call today. She took a deep breath and shook her head. She knew better than to expect someone from a bar to ever call, but this was her dream date. Her skin tingled with anticipation as she took the grocery bags out of the backseat to bring inside, and her heart pattered that Luke was special.

      She should have realized years ago that the reason she dated Jose had been to spend time with Luke at his fraternity. She had spent more of her year of dating Jose at Luke's side. The kiss that had shaken her world had also opened her eyes. Now was her second chance.

      As she wiped her feet on the rug at the door, she heard Peter Morgan tell his fiancé Belle 'I love you' from the front door. He must be heading off to work.

      Caro hugged the groceries closer. Maybe Luke would be the guy to make her heart flutter as he told her 'I love you.' She had spent years waiting for him.

      She continued inside and placed her groceries for the day on the counter.

      A moment later, Belle came into the kitchen hymning ‘Joy to the World’ and said, "Morning, Caro. I don't think the caterers did a good job last night. If I can help you, please let me know."

      She must not have gone outside to see the disaster. Belle was sweet and about to marry her boss, so she'd never ask for help. Instead she opened the refrigerator.

      "Tomorrow is your wedding. I can clean it up. Don't worry. Do you have any last second wedding plans that need my help?"

      "No. I need a new job, so I'm not sitting at home all day long bothering you."

      Caro continued to place the food into its proper places. "It's fine, Miss Belle."

      "As I said before, please just call me Belle. I'm only human."

      Work was work, and the Morgan family would never approve. Caro stood and retrieved the eggs from the bag. "Why do you want to work when Mr. Morgan has more than enough money to feed the country if he chose to?"

      Belle unpacked the milk and passed it to her to place in the refrigerator. "I'm liable to get bored. He offered me a job at Morgan Enterprises. I don't know if I can work there, but I don't know if I can stay home all day long either. I've had a job since I was nine years old and could do math for my dad's company."

      Caro needed this job for now, and the future wife should appreciate a maid. If she had the opportunity, she'd work for Victoria Morgan's new fashion company. She tilted her head and studied Belle.

      "Why not work with Peter? I'd take that job. It's better than sitting around doing nothing, if that's truly your problem."

      Belle squeezed the flour she had taken out of the bag. "I want to be respected at my workplace because I work hard and I'm smart, not because I'm married to the boss."

      Caro lowered her gaze. Belle Jordan's wedding nerves had her overthinking.

      "I had to swallow my pride and ask for my mother's job when she was retiring. Sometimes the best thing we can do is use the connections we developed. Besides, if I was in love with a guy like yours then I'd want to spend time with him. If you go with him every day, you'll always be a team."

      Belle placed the flour on the table and hugged Caro. At least her new boss was sweet. "You're right. Caro, I do mean it. I'll help you with the cleanup."

      Belle went to pick the flour up, but Caro placed her hand on hers. "No, this is my job. You should go follow Peter and catch him before he leaves. I'm sure he has a million things to do at the office to clear away for your honeymoon, and you're an organizer."

      "I am." Belle brightened and shuffled on her feet for a second. "Goodbye."

      Caro picked up the flour and hugged it to her chest. The door closed a second later, and she listened to silence. She unpacked the bag and placed everything in the refrigerator. The chef now had everything for tonight.

      She lingered for a second to see if Belle came back inside, but when the door didn't budge, she assumed Belle had found Peter and went with him. If only Caro was brave enough to strike up a conversation with Peter's sister, Vicki, at her next visit or at the wedding. Vicki’s fashion empire plans fit perfectly with her own dreams of being a fashion designer. Caro curled her fingers.

      Once day it would be nice to get married and have someone to talk to about her business plans. Someone she trusted and who wanted what was best for her without ordering her around like her mother often did. Luke Marshall had once been her best friend. Her life would be amazing if she somehow had him in it.

      Alone, Caro went outside with her sponges and mop. She passed the huge Christmas tree with white lights and red bows that partially blocked the water view on the patio. The sun was climbing in the sky. She checked her phone, and it read nine o’clock. She slipped it into her pocket, but as she stared at the Intracoastal Waterway, it rang. She placed everything she carried onto a nearby table.

      She straightened her red Christmas uniform and answered, "Hello?"

      A sexy deep voice asked, "Is this Carolina Soliz?"

      Her heart skipped and every cell in her body was alive. "You know I go by Caro, Luke."

      "You typed Carolina in my phone. I thought you were going with your full name now."

      "No, not usually." She licked her lips as her hands trembled. "I did?"

      "It's a beautiful name."

      Electricity shot through her. "Thanks."

      Through the phone, Caro heard a voice on a loud speaker, “Paging Doctor Morgan.” Hearing that name made her stand straighter. Only a couple months ago, all of Miami had been shocked to learn that Isabelle Morgan, who’d been presumed dead all these years, was in fact alive. Not only that, she’d had more Morgan children that no one had ever known about. Through overheard conversations at work, she understood, one of the newly discovered Morgans was a doctor. Did he work with Luke? She’d heard one of them had just returned to Miami.

      Unless…no…it couldn’t be. It was crazy to believe the guy she’d loved in college could be one of the long-lost Morgan siblings. His last name was Marshall.

      She narrowed her gaze. "Are you on duty at a hospital, Luke?"

      "I'm a doctor,” he said, laughing a little. “I'm always on duty, but that's just a resident trying to get answers for her homework and not a patient."

      Again, the name Morgan rang in her head. Her mother had warned her to stay away from the family, except when she worked as the family maid. Perhaps Luke worked with the Doctor Morgan she had heard about in passing from her boss, Peter Morgan. She swallowed and let it go.

      "What kind of dinner do you like to have? I know a great Cuban place, and I found this French place I want to try."

      If they worked out, she'd cook him Cuban food one day or every day of their lives. He should have been her boyfriend years ago. She rubbed her arms that had goose bumps on them now.

      "French sounds yummy, and we can experience new things together."

      "Are you free Friday night?"

      Her cheeks were tight from her smile as she swayed on her feet. Tonight was best as Peter and Belle's wedding was Saturday night, and Christmas was Sunday.

      "That would be tonight? Why didn’t you just say that?"

      "You make me nervous Caro and I have a family thing Saturday I can't get out of. If you're busy, we can try another night?"

      "No, tonight sounds perfect." She also had plans for Saturday night that included her business.

      "Great. Give me your address, and I'll be there."

      His voice became easier as he spoke, and her heart warmed her entire body. She had always assumed it was just women who had butterflies in the stomach during dates, until Luke. So far he was the same guy. The bay waters that lapped against the Christmas lighted dock in front of her amplified how she felt.

      "I'll text it to you, if this is your cell, right now."

      "Yes it is. Caro, I'll see you at eight."

      Eight was enough time to get to her warehouse and clean herself up. She'd have to leave here at three, so that meant flying through cleaning.

      "Perfect, Luke, bye."

      Her heart soared as she switched her phone to speaker, turned on her music and found the cleaning supplies. She nodded her head to the beat as she wiped away whatever the caterers had left on the walkway.

      Tomorrow's catering and set up would begin this afternoon, and Caro intended to steer clear of the wedding planner and her minions.

      In no time the outside was done, and she went into the huge mansion. The sun would be intolerable outside for a few hours, so she cranked the air conditioner and ran the laundry. Then she went into the bedroom and changed all the sheets and wiped the counters in the bathroom. Soon enough the clock said it was almost time to go. She hurried downstairs and did a load of dishes.

      Done, she realized her nails were a disaster, but if she hurried she'd have time to fix herself up. She put everything away and rushed towards her car. Somehow the clock had sped up as it read four o'clock, which meant she'd hit some traffic.

      She quickly lost track of time. Her heart jittered as she drove. She had to decide on her outfit, and clothes floated through her mind.

      She could wear a sweetheart neckline and be quite modest, though other people out in Miami would be in skin-tight, low-cut tops and short skirts that showed off their perfect tans. She bit her lip and decided no one needed to see how she was too skinny in parts and too round in others. The sweetheart neckline would accentuate her neck, and hopefully he'd stare into her eyes and not her long torso with short legs. In a perfect world she'd have longer legs, but she would never go under the knife to look like Jennifer Gonzales, her boss Peter Morgan’s and her brother Rafe’s ex-girlfriend who hijacked her newly designed red dress to wear for the wedding.

      In college Luke had said he preferred real women's curves, but who knew? Perhaps he’d changed.

      She turned into her driveway and decided on two dresses that might do, so she had some choices to work out. She walked into her warehouse and grabbed the two in her head. She stared at them both. One was Christmas holly green with a plunging neckline for a hot summer evening. She might give off the wrong vibe with the low cut. The other was perfect. She hung up the green one. The simple red cotton dress with the modest neckline could be dressed up or down. She had designed it specifically for that reason. Tonight this was her date with Luke dress.

      She found her other green floating dress. She slipped it on her body and mentally realized she'd have to restyle the front to a sleek square design, and the skirt needed to come up to her knees. She marked what she'd do and undressed. Tomorrow she'd be here early and get to work. This was now her best option for landing her dream job.

      She stared at the box with the red dress inside. Her mother had been here and boxed it for her. Caro curled her nose. She had to go see Jennifer now.

      She slipped the contract into her pocketbook. Then she packed everything into her VW and headed further into traffic and away from her house. Once this was done, she'd be happy tonight.

      The red lights of car brakes went on as far as she could see. Somehow the roads needed to clear so she'd make her date. More important was how fast she could get Jennifer to sign so she could leave. This was the first date probably since high school where her pulse had raced like this.

      The cars were in her way as the minutes ticked past. Doral was clear west of where she needed to be. The red lights of brakes began to grate on her nerves as the snail's pace continued. The road lined with Christmas holly to somehow make this tropical city into a winter wonderland didn’t help her stay calm at all.

      Finally she passed the golf course near the studio and turned her blinker on. She had an hour and a half till seven. If she ran, she'd have time for a fast shower.

      She unloaded the red dress from the trunk and checked her pocketbook for the contract.

      She held her breath and met the glance of the security guard. "I'm here to see Miss Gonzales."

      "This way." He stepped from behind the counter and led her to a hallway. Then he pointed. "She's at the end of the hallway. Good luck."

      "Thanks." She clutched the box and proceeded down the hall.

      At the door she heard the muffled voice of her brother as he said to Jennifer, "Keep everything you have of mine. I'm glad you're okay with ending things."

      A lover's quarrel wasn't good, though her brother would be free. Caro hugged the box as she heard Jennifer tell Rafe, "You were my replacement for Peter. Don't worry about breaking my heart. I don't have one."

      Caro's brow curled, but she held still.

      Rafe and Jennifer had been on and off since elementary school. She knew he was stressed as it was in his voice as he said, "Underneath that hardness, I think you do, but I can't be waiting and hope you come out of your shell."

      Her brother was too nice sometimes.

      Jennifer dropped something that shattered. "I have more of everything than anyone like you can imagine. Now it's time for you to go."

      Caro backed up and took her hand off the door she was about to knock on. Rafe threw open the door and she nodded at him.

      As she walked into the dressing room, she tried to smile at Jennifer so she held her lips to her cheeks as she said, "I brought the dress and the contract."

      Rafe closed the door as she entered. Caro stared at the flower vase that must have been thrown across the room.

      Jennifer turned around and looked her up and down. "Are you why Rafe dumped me?"

      Interference never worked. In high school, she had spent years poking fun at Jennifer.

      Caro slipped the papers out of her bag and held it out for Jennifer. "No. He's my brother, but nothing I could ever do would work. I tried that nonsense in high school, if you remember."

      Jennifer heaved like her breaths stressed every syllable. "Of course I do."

      "After you sign this contract, I'll get to my date with a doctor. He's very handsome."

      Jennifer waved her towards a closet and turned to stare into a mirror. "Fine. Leave the dress at the wardrobe."

      Despite the argument, she hadn't lost much time. Caro placed the box gingerly where she was told and then walked toward Jennifer. Jennifer painted something liquid onto her eyelids that made her brown eyes somehow seem bigger. Caro would ask what the makeup was, but they weren't friends.

      She placed the contract under Jennifer's hand. "Just sign here and I'll leave."

      "You've known me for years, Caro, as the annoying little sister."

      No, Jennifer was first her brother's evil girlfriend, and then Jennifer Gonzales had played mistress of the manor with Peter. They were never like sisters. The gold digger had treated her as someone she could snap her fingers at, expecting Caro to fetch.

      Jennifer stared at her and didn’t blink.

      Caro's stomach knotted as Jennifer asked, "Is there something wrong with me that I can fix so men stop leaving me?"

      "I don't know. As far as I can tell, you're perfect." On the outside maybe. Caro kept her head down and waited.

      Jennifer pursed her lips. "Thank you. This seems standard. I'll mention your up-and-coming designs to the press. Here you go." Jennifer scribbled her name and then wrinkled the papers as she handed them to her.

      Now it was time to see Luke. No more of this nonsense tonight. Caro tried to leave fast.

      "Okay, I'm excited you like the dress."

      "Merry Christmas, Caro." Jennifer picked up her makeup brush as she stared at herself in the mirror. "And have fun on your date with a doctor. Next time I find a man I like, I'll marry him and then decide if he's worth the trouble. At least then I'd have his bank account. I'd suggest you do the same and don't settle for some plumber because your mom was a maid. A doctor is high class for you."

      A storm brewed inside Caro as she remembered how awful this woman once was. Luckily Rafe didn't have the Morgan wealth, so her family was safe. Jennifer had never tried to be nice to her. Caro didn't intend to say anything, but if Rafe saw something inside her, Caro should be nice too.

      She let out a breath. "Jennifer, don't close yourself off to the world. You're not as horrible as you could be, and maybe one day you'll find someone you truly love. It will be harder to do that if you are married to someone else."

      Jennifer turned in her seat and stared at her. "Caro, you're innocent. I don't know if I was ever like you. See you at the wedding tomorrow."

      No, they had nothing in common and never would. Luke was her destiny tonight. Caro stepped back. "Bye. I hope you get your picture taken everywhere, and Merry Christmas to you too."

      "Tomorrow, miracles will happen. I will get my life back. If you're smart, you'll have your camera phone ready." Jennifer smiled. "Bye."

      A raptor in a monster movie as it bit someone's head off would have a similar smile. It was creepy. Caro didn't say anything else and left.

      At her car door, her heart raced. She had forty-five minutes. The traffic home had to somehow part. Luke and this date tonight meant for once she could believe in the fairy tale.
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      At seven exactly her doorbell rang. Caro's heart hammered in her chest. She had to be ready in thirty seconds, so she threw the red dress over her head and ran down the stairs at breakneck speed. She rocked on her feet and hoped she didn't pant. She had to make a good impression. As soon as she felt in control, she opened the door, and the sexiest man she ever laid eyes on stood there with a bouquet of red roses.

      Her entire body melted like butter on a hot summer day as she took the flowers in her hands. "They're beautiful. Come on in."

      He stepped forward, and she allowed him access to her house as he told her, "Caro, you're even prettier than I remembered."

      His blue eyes were so mesmerizing.

      "Let me put these in flowers."

      His brow wrinkled in confusion. "What?"

      Then he grinned. Her stomach flipped. Had she just said flowers? Her heart skipped as she shook her head. "Water. Let me quickly put these in water. I clearly can't find my words at the moment."

      Luke turned his head and peeked into her living room. "It's fine. Is your brother here?"

      She walked to the adjacent kitchen and called out as she filled a vase with water and arranged the flowers. "No, I live alone, though he did say he'd drive by the house every hour until I called to tell him I was home."

      She fixed her dress to ensure it was straight as she took the flowers into the living area. Luke stood near a window, and the curtains fell into place, like he had just checked outside.

      "Was your dad a police officer, like Rafe?"

      She placed the flowers on the end table near the door and stepped closer. She tilted her head and stared into his baby blue eyes. Luke made her house feel full and not empty. She'd never say that.

      Instead she licked her lips. "No. I never knew my dad. He died soon after I was born, leaving Rafe to take over his place. Why did you ask?"

      He stepped to the side to let her lead him out the door, but in the hallway he slowed down. "There is a red jeep that's passed twice. I wondered if that was your brother and that it might be hereditary."

      “Rafe drives an Escalade.” A red jeep was more likely Jose. She turned on her heels and shook her head. "No one else in my family is like Rafe, but my brother probably had someone go by to run your plates."

      Luke scanned the driveway as they walked outside. He clearly thought about her brother, though her own heart skipped as she realized he drove an Aston Martin. Her VW was safe, but he drove a car meant to impress people. It was silver, like James Bond's car. Her heart flipped, but the night sky had a few stars that calmed her so she had to use her neighbors pink flamingo statutes with red Santa hats as her visual cue to breath.

      She waited for Luke to open the passenger seat as he told her, "I should have done that for a few of my sister's dates. She'd have been better off if I ran a few of them away."

      She stepped into his car. Then she waited until he joined her a moment later. "That's unrealistic. She'd ignore you."

      "You're like her then."

      Luke started the engine and backed out. In the corner of her eye, she saw a glimpse of Jose's jeep.

      She swallowed and prayed he didn't follow them. "Aren't all women?"

      "I wouldn't know." Luke stepped on the gas and took off fast. "I hope my sister understands family always has each other's backs. It's why I couldn't schedule our date for tomorrow."

      "It's fine. I have work plans myself. With luck, I'll become super successful and get to quit my boring day job."

      He should lose Jose on the highway unless her ex was a total jerk tonight. She pushed her hair behind her ears and focused on Luke. Today, he smelled like oak trees with a delicious hint of an evergreen Christmas tree, she thought. It was so strange how she still noticed this about him.

      As Luke turned onto I-95, she turned and didn't see any other cars. Her brother must have left her alone.

      Luke squeezed her hand and her skin electrified. "This isn't what I intended to talk to you about."

      "It's not a problem." She wrapped her fingers into his and relished how complete she felt. For this one moment, she was perfect. "It's okay we're talking about family. They do shape how we grew up. I never met your family in college. What are they like?"

      "You met my sister and brother."

      "Yes, I remember them vaguely, but I only ever spoke to them over the internet and the few times they came to visit on a weekend. The other day you mentioned your mom, so you must have found her."

      "I did, but you don't want to talk about that story."

      She tapped her fingers on the car door. "Luke Marshall, you can't hide them from me forever."

      "Turns out my father kidnapped my mother and left her in Argentina. My siblings and I were shipped off to boarding school and never knew why Mom was so silent. My family was not normal."

      Bells rang in her ears, though she ignored the sense she knew this story. "That sounds awful."

      "I didn't even know any of this until a few weeks ago, so my head is still spinning."

      She'd ask about that later and followed her gut. Right now it was probably easier on him if they changed the topic. "Are any of them in Miami?"

      He turned the car off the highway and headed into midtown. She relaxed in her seat as he maneuvered his way through the small buildup of traffic.

      "Liz is, but she's in the middle of a crisis."

      "That must be a nightmare to always be worried about other people."

      "I like helping people. It's part of why I became a doctor."

      "Still, though." He turned into a restaurant parking lot as she said, "That had to be a lot of pain."

      "Enough about me. In college we never talked about our families. You never really mentioned your brother or mother."

      "Like you, I was trying to avoid them, but we should have talked, Luke. I should have been more aware of a lot of things. My mother might have made me realize you were better for me than Jose ever could be."

      She couldn't quite tell him that she was a fool for not taking a huge chance with him years ago. She'd been so blind. His kiss goodbye at the library had sent her into orbit, and she'd never returned.

      She swallowed and stared at his profile. "Never mind all that. I can see you're worried about something."

      "How?"

      "It's the etches around your eyes. It's how you look when worried."

      "You're right."

      "So tell me."

      "I'm surprised you remember that detail about me."

      "No stalling, Luke. Of course I remember you."

      As he flipped off the engine, he turned and took his hand away. Her fingers ached for his touch again, though she pulled her hand into her lap as he said, "My family is going through a lot. My sister's son was kidnapped. She believes Christmas will bring her some miracle, but I think it's setting her up for more heartbreak." He took a deep breath and pressed his lips together. "It's one thing after another, but I don't want to weigh you down with all that stuff when tonight, I want to show you a good time and be relaxed."

      He slipped out of the car and then opened her door as she still gathered her wits. She stepped out and brushed against his arm, which sent a pleasant shockwave through her. She swayed and pretended she was fine.

      "A good time includes sharing for both of us, but I won't press you. If you want to share, I'm here for you."

      "Thanks, Caro. You have no idea how I missed you."

      "I missed you too." She swallowed and realized she couldn't say that she had made a huge mistake the night he kissed her. It was too soon. She lowered her gaze. "Why did you move back to Miami? LA and Boston are both great places."

      "They are, but Miami was the closest thing to a home I had, and I wanted to put my feet up in a place where I felt at home. Why aren't you married with children yet, Caro?"

      Because you never asked me, and then you left.

      He offered her his arm. She stared at his bicep under his white button-down shirt. As she reached forward, she felt the hard muscle underneath. Her heartbeat raced through her, though she pretended she was fine.

      "I haven't found the right guy, plus I do have career goals."

      "Both are important. I just always thought a girl like you would have guys lined up around the block waiting for their opportunity."

      Perhaps she rejected men for the simple fact they weren't Luke, though she couldn’t say that either. She curled her hands tighter around his arm. This time she'd not send him away.

      "Most guys I see aren't worth a second date, never mind a lifetime."

      They followed a waiter, and he held out her seat for her until she sat. With his help, she scooted in and waited for Luke. He dropped his napkin on his lap as he joined her. She leaned forward to listen.

      "Then I have to ensure you have fun tonight. I'd like that second date or a third. You were the one that got away."

      Likewise only he was the one that ran to the other end of the country and deleted his social media. She had been blind once. She wasn't now.

      She lowered her gaze. "I've been right here."

      He licked his lips, and she wondered if he'd kiss her, but then he sat straighter. "So what is it you do for a day job? You mentioned you are working toward fashion design, but that can’t be all you do right now."

      A maid for the House of Morgan wasn't exactly something to discuss. No, it was better they discussed how she missed him. She scooted away for a second and caught her breath as the waiter poured them water.

      "I don't want to talk about that. With luck, tomorrow my fashion career takes off, and I can work on quitting my boring day job to do what I want to do."

      He narrowed his gaze. It felt like a star burst inside her, and he could see every piece of her soul. "Is something happening tomorrow?"

      A voice whispered in her head she could trust Luke. She hoped she would finally have her big chance to speak to Victoria Morgan and at least try for a new job. Everyone was nice at weddings.

      She bit her lower lip. "One of my dresses is being worn at a big social event and should get a mention in all the fashion news."

      A huge grin grew on his face. He reached out and placed his hand on hers. "Wow, that's awesome. Let's order champagne to celebrate."

      Luke raised his hand, and the waiter came over. He ordered their drinks and returned to stare into her eyes. His blue eyes mesmerized her, and her heart hammered. This time she'd not mess up everything with saying the wrong thing.

      She fixed her hair again. "I'm nervous."

      He leaned closer. His voice seemed like it floated on the wind. "Why?"

      His warm breaths near her were intoxicating. "You make me blush."

      "I do?" His hand brushed against her skin and electricity that made her feel alive followed his every move.

      Her lips puckered as she lowered her eyelids. "Yeah, Luke, with you I'm telling you my hopes I'm not telling most people. I don't trust people not to crush my dreams."

      He squeezed her hand, and she opened her eyes to stare into the blue abyss that made her feel safe. "But you trust me?"

      She nodded her head. "Yeah, I do."

      "Good." He scooted closer, and his hand closed around her shoulder. The closeness was like a warm blanket as he said, "I remember at the frat house you always had a few books to study with you."

      "I was there on scholarship. I couldn't mess up." Every cell begged for his kiss. Her eyelids drifted shut on their own accord as her lips curled. "My business degree will be helpful."

      He was so close. His breath mixed with hers as he stroked her hair. "I get a sense of calmness near you that makes me and everything around me go into slow motion, so I get to pay more attention."

      "May I take your order?" The voice pierced through her, and she scooted away. Her vision went black for a second as she wasn't prepared for the interruption.

      This time she'd not lose her senses and keep her brain working, at least a little.

      Luke picked up the menus and ordered something in French for them both. She had eaten with him countless times that year in school, so he'd make a good choice. The waiter finished writing.

      Her body ached for Luke’s touch on hers. They were so close. She was silent, though she did hear him say champagne as the waiter left.

      Her heart hammered in her chest the moment they were alone. She dropped her hand to his knee and brushed her hair behind her ears again.

      "I'm glad you asked me out, Luke. Now what did you just order?"

      "Lamb stew." He reached out and his hands massaged her arm. "I'm not sure actually. I was staring at you because you're beautiful."

      Wow, no one had ever said that to her and made her skin feel like warm silk. Her eyes were wide open until she fluttered them closed.

      "Really? That's awfully sweet of you to say."

      "I don't know why you're still here. I keep saying dumb, unsophisticated things when I’m around you."

      "It reminds me of you and college."

      "Where you only wanted to be friends? As I hear myself, I understand why."

      "No, don't change who you are with me. I was blind until you kissed me. At that point, I wanted only you, and you disappeared."

      "I won't leave you ever again."

      Her lips puckered. He leaned closer again, as her mouth ached. He seemed steady as her arms wrapped around his hard chest. A second later, his lips met hers and everything around them disappeared into a sweet oblivion. His kiss was more heavenly than chocolate or any sweet she'd ever had.

      Someone nearby dropped a plate and it shattered.

      The sound jarred them both.

      As he pulled away, her mind was numb. He stared deep into her eyes, and she swore he saw through her.

      Her lips opened as she said, "Wow."

      His face curled into a smile. "You taste like peaches, too."

      "Peaches are good."

      "Please forgive me for acting like a boy on his first date."

      She reached over and ran her hands through his short but thick hair. "Don't get a filter or become jaded, Luke. I like you. Since you kissed me years ago, I could only ever think of you."

      "I wish I had known."

      She reached out and let her fingers trail down his chin. He was here. This was all real. "I wished you'd called."

      "I will, from now on."

      For once she lived in a fairy tale, and for tonight, she'd forget everything else.
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      With Caro, Luke had a sense of normalcy in the world. She was even more beautiful in person than he remembered, and he'd been a lovesick fool beside her. Her smile had a way of calming him. As they ate the horrible sauce-covered meat that might be lamb underneath, she smiled. He gritted his teeth as he tried to chew and stared at the Christmas candles that lit the table. Then he almost choked as he saw how her smile never faltered despite the food quality. Her eyes held a secret laughter.

      He elbowed her lightly to get her attention. "Tasty and delicious, no?"

      The twinkle in her eye was the same. She used her napkin to cover her face as she choked on a laugh or perhaps the lamb. As she dropped it on her lap a moment later, he knew the answer.

      "You're never ordering for me again."

      He winked. A sense of humor was good too. He then pushed her glass closer to her. "Drink more champagne then to wash down the sauce."

      She sipped and swished the liquid around her lips until she swallowed. "I think I'm done with the food. Next time, I'm cooking for you."

      His eyes widened. He had a chance. He didn't believe in Christmas miracles, but Caro in his life again meant happiness was possible. His heartbeat grew louder in his chest. He'd not ruin this opportunity.

      He scooted closer. "We'll save that for the third date. I'd rather you join me at the Venetian Pool on Sunday."

      Her head tilted toward him. "What?"

      Her skin was flawless, and his lips still tingled from the taste of her kiss. His skin must be flushed, but she didn't say anything.

      "I have never gone, and it's on the list of must see Miami attractions."

      She tapped her fingers on the table. "Okay. I'd love to go, but that's Christmas morning."

      "So you're busy?"

      With a laugh, her mouth opened. "My mom will murder me if I don't show up."

      He shrugged and sat backwards in his chair. "Monday I'm working a twelve-hour shift."

      She sucked her bottom lip in as she thought. He stayed silent as he waited for her pronouncement. In college, she had made the same face hundreds of time. Then she released her lips and nodded. "How about Sunday we can meet for coffee?"

      "So I can have an hour?"

      "Perhaps one and a half, if we're lucky."

      As he leaned forward, he placed his hand on hers. "Perfect."

      A blush stained her cheeks, but she didn't pull away. "Let's say ten o'clock, so we can find a quiet spot?"

      Christmas was a season for family, but seeing her lifted his spirits far more than any hymns. His knee pressed against her.

      "If that's the best time for you, then great."

      "Your mom must be planning something special. She has her children with her again."

      He shrugged. "My mother will be happy that I show up to say Merry Christmas. She's worried about my sister."

      "Of course."

      She flipped her dark hair as she kept one hand in his. "I'll text you directions to a coffee shop."

      He squeezed her soft hand and then simply stayed with her. "It's your city. I'll trust you to know what's open."

      "We'll have to go to the Jewish part of the beach."

      She pressed her lips together, and her body shook. Then she took her hand away from him and stood. He followed.

      "Excuse me for a moment. I have to go to the restroom."

      "Okay. I'll wait here."

      He waited for her to leave the table, though he watched the sway of her hips. As he sat, he hoped he hadn't seemed desperate.

      Caro was the woman that left her mark inside him. No one else had made him feel anything other than momentary lust with faceless long-forgotten names. Luke swallowed and refused to wonder if he’d screwed up their date. This time, he had to do everything he could to win her heart. So as he waited, he checked his phone messages. Nothing was pressing.

      A shadow moved into the seat next to him, so he pocketed it. His eyes widened as he stared into a strange blonde woman's blue eyes.

      "Mr. Morgan?"

      A chill raced through him as he sat straighter. "Yeah, who are you?"

      She slipped him an envelope across the table and placed it in his hand near his glass of water. "This is for you."

      His fingers curled around the white envelope. "What is it?"

      She shrugged as she picked up her cell phone. She snapped his picture. "I don't know. I work for a messenger service. I don't know what's in the letters or who sends them."

      He unsealed the flap as his muscles quivered. Then he glanced at the rip he had made in the envelope.

      "Why would you tell me that?"

      "'Cause it's Christmas, I guess." She slipped her phone away. "It was nice chatting with you."

      "Excuse me. You're in my seat."

      The blonde woman jumped out of her chair and left without another word.

      Both of them stared at her and then Caro sat. The air near his ears hissed with Caro's disapproval. His lips tingled to kiss her again, though she pouted at him.

      "Who was that?"

      He shrugged. "I have no idea."

      Clearly she didn't believe him as she crossed her arms. "Why did she sit in my seat?"

      "She tracked me down." His heart beat wildly in his chest as he stared into Caro's eyes. Who knew what she thought. He lifted his hand and showed her the half-opened envelope. "To give me this."

      She dropped her hands to the side and tilted her head. "What is it?"

      He glanced at the folded envelope. "I've no idea."

      She placed her hand on his arm, and butterflies could be flying all around his body as she said, "Open it then."

      "Okay."

      His fingers slipped under the glue and ripped the rest. A moment later, he took the paper out of the plain white envelope and read the letter. His eyes grew wider, and he shook his head. Then he crumpled the paper as he thought of his sister. This was more heartache for his family. Brandon was still missing and whoever kidnapped him must like to torture his family.

      He handed it over without reacting. He had lost the fight long ago against the faceless monsters who had ripped apart his sister's heart, though he'd murder anyone if he found out who they actually were. Shadows drove him crazy.

      "Read it."

      Her hand flew to cover her mouth as she read the letter. He had memorized the short phrase on the paper. Leave Miami. She then slammed the paper on the table and their water glasses shifted.

      "What the...? Please ignore this."

      Someone had his nephew out there. He'd have to bring this to a detective to be sure they searched every fiber for a clue. He pressed his lips together and gazed into her brown eyes.

      Caro had no idea, and his cheeks flushed. "What exactly happened to your sister?"

      First dates should not be spoiled with too much information, too soon. He averted his focus to the table. She tapped her fingers to his palm. He grimaced. "I don't want to talk about it and ruin our evening."

      "Clearly, someone else doesn't have that same respect for you." She pushed her hair behind her ears as she held his hand. "I don't want to push you, but I would love to help, in any way."

      If only it was that easy, and she somehow knew how to locate missing kidnapped children. Designing fashion wasn't exactly crime fighting abilities, even if Caro's peach smell made him somehow believe she had magical powers that no one truly had.

      He sighed. "You can't, not unless you are secretly a detective that can solve cold baby napping cases."

      Her entire body stilled as her face went white. It was the same expression so many people had and why he kept his mouth shot. A fraction of a second later, her brown eyes became like shiny jewels.

      "No, but I am related to a good one. Can I speak to my brother about helping you? He's the best detective on the Miami police, and he might see something in your case that no one else has."

      “We already have a case worker.”

      “My brother is better. I promise.”

      “I guess.”

      He sipped some champagne and then swallowed.

      "Another set of eyes on my sister’s case might make her happy, but I don't want to impose."

      Her small hand in his sent a positive vibration through him. A warmness that came from genuineness hit him hard. He squeezed her hand again as she said, "Get me as many details as you can, and I'll ensure Rafe is in touch with your sister, tonight. Plus I'll keep your sister in my thoughts and pray she gets her baby by Christmas."

      "That would be a miracle." Caro was everything he ever wanted in a woman. Clearly his fascination with her still existed, not that he could tell her that. Instead he pressed his lips together. "Thanks..."

      She tilted her head and glanced away. "You don't want to talk about this, do you?"

      One kiss wasn't enough. He took out his wallet to pay for the meal and then said, "Not anymore. It's always so sad, and the nightmare never ends. Would you dance with me?"

      She glanced around the restaurant as she shook her head. "What? No one is dancing here."

      Once again he lost his head with her. He waited till she stared at him. "Not here. Near the restaurant there is a dance studio, and I paid for a class."

      A smile grew on her face. He hoped that meant she approved. "You did?"

      He nodded. The waitress came with the bill. He handed her cash so they wouldn't have to wait. Then he put his wallet away.

      Once they were alone, he kept his voice low. "I wanted to rent a sailboat, but I wasn't sure that was a good first date idea. You might have turned into a nightmare in the years we were apart."

      An even bigger smile greeted him. The way she radiated her goodness stirred parts of him he had forgotten. She'd be amazing in bed, but it was far more than physical desire when he saw that sparkle in her.

      She brushed her shoulder to his as they stood. "Good call. I'd have been a little nervous on a ship at first, but honestly, Luke, I'd have gone. I spent years wishing I had one more chance to tell you that I always wanted you to be the one."

      He placed his hand on her shoulder, and she didn't flinch. They walked to the door that he held open for her.

      "Perhaps we didn't miss our opportunity then. I've spent my lifetime imagining you as my wife."

      As they stepped into the evening sky, Luke's breath caught in his throat at the vision Caro truly was. He swallowed and refused to let her see how much he desired her.

      "You did? Luke, I want to believe you."

      "For tonight, let's not doubt." Touching her might not be the best idea, but he couldn't imagine not at least trying. Her arms around his neck were worth trying for.
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