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Prologue










"Hunter, you are coming to the charity ball this year, aren't you?" Hunter Walsh's mother, Leandra, passed him the bowl of roasted potatoes, her expectant gaze fixed on him.

"Of course, Mom." Hunter took a drink of his water, the ice clinking against the glass. "I missed one year, and you act like it was a major deal." He stabbed at his chicken, chewing deliberately to keep from responding further. He didn't want to think about why he had missed that year. The memory tried to surface, but he shoved it back into its little box where it couldn't hurt him and sealed it away.

"I just want to make certain. I have the nicest girl I want to introduce you to." Leandra folded her napkin in her lap, her tone far too innocent.

"God, Mom!" Hunter shook his head and set his silverware down on his plate with a clatter. "I don't need you to set me up with women. I can find my own dates."

"Sweetheart, you are always so busy working. When was the last time you dated anyone?" Leandra's voice softened, the same gentle concern she'd used when he was twelve and hiding scraped knees. She worried about the way he locked himself away from the world.

Hunter's jaw tightened, irritation flaring hot under his collar. Not wanting to deal with any of this matchmaking nonsense, the words tumbled out before he could stop them. "I am seeing someone, okay?"

"Really?" Sydney, his older sister, raised a blonde brow. "When do we get to meet her?"

"Hopefully never." Hunter narrowed his bright green eyes at his sister. "You ladies would scare her off, with all your pushing for me to get married."

"What's her name?" Eve, his youngest sister, leaned forward with her fork suspended mid-air, not believing him in the least. Hunter had become somewhat of a recluse since he had broken up with his last girlfriend. All the women in his family were worried about him.

"None of your business, Squirt." Hunter's fingers drummed against the table, desperately wanting them to drop the subject.

"I think he's lying, Mom." Sydney's smile turned wicked, trying to aggravate Hunter into telling them. "That's why he won't tell us her name."

Heat crawled up Hunter's neck. He spat out the first name that came to his mind. "Emma, okay? Her name is Emma."

"Like, Emma, your assistant?" Marcus grinned at him, leaning back in his chair with the satisfied air of someone who'd just solved a puzzle. "I can see it. Emma is a sweetheart and really pretty."

"Marcus!" Jessica's eyes went wide, her hand flying to her chest, appalled by his statement.

"Not as pretty as you, baby." Marcus laced his fingers through hers where their hands rested on the table, bringing her knuckles to his lips for a gentle kiss.

"Good save, bro." Brice, Hunter's oldest brother, laughed softly and shook his head, steadying his son Sammy's grip on his glass of milk before the four-year-old could tip it everywhere.

"Good save on what? What did I miss?" Aurora walked into the dining room with their daughter Faith perched on her shoulder, one hand patting the baby's back in a gentle rhythm as she worked to coax up a burp.

"Hunter is dating his assistant." Sebastian's grin spread wide as he looked at Aurora, clearly delighted to catch her up on the chaos. "And apparently Marcus thinks she's cute."

"Sebastian!" His wife, Jordan, shot him a look sharp enough to cut glass. "Stop trying to cause trouble." She shook her head, then reached over and scooped up their youngest daughter, Celestine, as the baby started to fuss. "Aww, my little Celly." She nuzzled the baby's downy soft hair, breathing in that sweet baby scent. "Someone needs a diaper change!"

"I got it." Sebastian pushed back from the table with a good-natured sigh. Taking the baby, he held her up at eye level and raised a brow, his tone mock-serious. "We need to talk about you getting a job, young lady, to pay for this diaper habit of yours."

Laughter rippled around the table at Sebastian's words, voices overlapping in the warm chaos that defined Walsh family dinners. Hunter seized the moment, praying for a miracle to shift his family's attention away from the thought of him and Emma dating.

His youngest adopted sister, Tori, nudged Hunter under the table, her elbow finding his ribs. "I got you, bro. Watch this." She turned her attention to the group as a whole, her expression shifting to excited innocence. "So, Angel and I finally decided on a wedding date." She reached for Angel's hand beside her.

"Oh my God! When?" Jordan nearly bounced in her seat, her older-sister’s excitement bubbling over.

"Well, we decided next October on Halloween." Tori's gaze found Angel beside her, something soft and private passing between them. "After the new baby is born, and I have time to feel normal again, maybe."

"What!" The exclamation erupted from every female in the room, chairs scraping and silverware clattering as they all moved at once. "You're pregnant, again?"

"Yep, we were going to wait to tell everyone, but decided today was the time since the family was together." Tori's hand drifted to her still-flat stomach, a small smile playing at her lips.

Chandler Walsh set down his knife and pointed his fork at Angel, his steel-blue gaze locking onto the younger man as his tone grew serious. "You had better take extra special care of her, and don't let her overdo. You may not be my son, but you had best treat her like they treat their wives when they are expecting. She is all but my own daughter."

"Yes, sir." Angel straightened in his chair, meeting Chandler's gaze with the unflinching respect of a man who understood the weight of such a promise. "I plan to take extra special care of her and our baby both, sir."

Hunter leaned over and wrapped Tori in a quick, tight hug, relief flooding through him. "Hell, I'll pay for the wedding and set up a college fund for that save." He kissed her cheek, his voice warm with genuine affection beneath the teasing. "Congratulations, kiddo. I am glad you're happy, but can you slow down on the baby thing? You just had Bella in July."

"I am happy. I have never been happier than I am with Angel." Tori's smile radiated pure joy, the kind that lit up her whole face. "And we weren't trying, trust me." She laughed, shaking her head, one hand still resting protectively over her stomach.

The conversation around the table shifted like a wave, everyone talking over each other about wedding plans and baby names, the din of excited voices rising. Hunter had never been happier to sink into the background, letting the spotlight move on from him. Now, he really needed to talk to Emma tomorrow, before his nosy family got any ideas about ambushing her at the office or calling to congratulate her. His stomach twisted at the thought of that conversation. He had no clue how he would bring this up to her. How exactly did you tell your assistant you'd just accidentally announced to your entire family that the two of you were dating? He had put himself in a pickle with this one.
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Hunter sat at his desk, drumming his pen against the mahogany surface as he tried to think of a way to talk to Emma about this whole dating mess. He wasn't sure if she would be offended, laugh, or think he was a complete idiot.

"Mr. Walsh?" The intercom crackled to life, and her sweet southern-accented voice filled the room.

"Yes, Miss Romero?" Hunter pressed the intercom button, trying to keep his voice steady and businesslike when in truth his heart was in his throat. His idea was stupid, but he had no other clue what to do or how to handle this situation.

"Mr. Knight is on line one again. Do you want to take the call or have me take a message once more?" Emma Romero's voice softened.

"Take a message and tell him I will call him back at my earliest convenience." Hunter smiled, because this was something he knew how to deal with. Jack Knight was an over-pushy jerk who was trying to get Hunter to use his company for advertising. "When you are through with that, Miss Romero, could you step in here. I need to speak with you."

"Yes, sir!" Emma's fingers tightened on her pen. Hunter did not sound happy about talking to her.

Had she done something to make him mad, or had she forgotten something? She had been a little overwhelmed lately with the whole sitter situation. With Mrs. Bryant in the hospital recovering from surgery, Emma had scrambled to find sitters for her daughter, Genevieve. Thank goodness for Joanna, who lived in the building. She had taken over babysitting, but it was costing Emma twice as much as before, and with Christmas coming, the expense gnawed at her.

Emma hurried through the phone call with Mr. Knight, then grabbed a pad and pen. She took a deep breath, crossed to Hunter Walsh's office door, and knocked.

"Come in, Miss Romero." Hunter's gaze tracked her as she stepped through the door, one hand smoothing her pencil skirt and blouse. She raised her chin and crossed toward him.

"Please have a seat, Miss Romero." Hunter had to admit Marcus had been right. She was indeed beautiful. Hell, put the woman in an evening gown and get her hair and makeup done, and she would be a sight. She was petite with pitch-black hair pulled into a tight bun. Her skin glowed a warm, golden honey, and her China-blue eyes were startling against her angelic face. Damn, she was truly stunning.

"Mr. Walsh, please let—"

"Miss Romero, I have an offer for you."

They both stopped. Hunter gestured for her to continue. "I'm sorry, please go ahead."

"I just wanted to apologize, 'cause I know I have been a bit distracted lately, my life got a bit crazy, but I promise I am workin' it out." Emma's teeth caught her lower lip.

"I hadn't noticed anything wrong." Hunter's brows drew together. "I hope everything is okay."

"Oh, I got it covered now." Emma's smile brightened. "No worries. You were sayin'?"

"Well, first, I have a couple of questions for you. Are you married or seeing anyone?" The words came out more awkwardly than he'd intended. Until she had spoken of her personal life, he hadn't thought of her as having a life outside of the office. She always worked late without hesitation whenever he asked, and had even gone on a couple of business trips at short notice when he needed her.

"I… um… no." Emma blinked at the strange question, shaking her head.

"No, you are not married?" Hunter leaned forward slightly. Relief washed through him when she shook her head. "Are you seeing anyone, or have a boyfriend?" Another head shake, and he felt that relief deepen, even as he wondered why a woman as beautiful as her had no boyfriend or husband.

"Um… No. No boyfriend or husband, completely single." Emma's thumbnail found its way to her mouth. This was an odd line of questions coming from her boss.

Hunter straightened in his chair. "Miss Romero, I have a problem and I am hoping that you would be willing to help me out. I am looking for someone to pretend that we are a couple from now through New Year's Eve." He sighed wearily. "I am willing to pay five thousand dollars, as well as any expenses for clothing and the like."

"I… um… what?" Emma's mind stuttered, trying to process the words he had just said. Hunter Walsh wanted her to be his pretend girlfriend. Was he serious? Holy cow, this was crazy. "Did you just ask me to be your pretend girlfriend?"

"I… yes." Hunter ran a hand through his hair, knowing how ridiculous it sounded. "I am willing to pay as high as ten thousand, but you have to be available day or night so that we can be seen together, and you can tell no one about this offer or if we do this."

"I… Can I give you my answer after lunch?" Her voice came out higher than intended. This blindsided her. She wasn't sure how she felt or what to think, but she was curious. "But can I ask one question?"

"Just one?" Amusement flickered across Hunter's face. He was surprised the woman didn't have a hundred questions about his crazy offer.

"Yes, for the moment." Emma pushed up from the chair. "Why me?"

"Isn't it obvious, Miss Romero?" Hunter's smile came easily for the first time that morning.

"Sorry, but no, it's not, at least to me." She spread her hands helplessly.

"Fine, it's because you are beautiful, and you are the woman I spend most of my time with anymore." Hunter leaned back in his chair. "I am not looking for a real relationship. Been there, done that, I have the t-shirt to prove it." He gave a sardonic laugh. "And honestly, it didn't end well, so I am not interested in doing it again. And you would be saving me from the women in my family this holiday season. They are always shoving women at me. With you on my arm, I don't have to worry about that. Those other women are looking for something I am not willing to give, and that is marriage. You, on the other hand, would be going into this knowing it is going to end, and we will go back to a working relationship and nothing more." Hunter held her gaze, making sure she understood.

Emma's expression softened with sympathy. "I get it. I hate it when people try to set me up with guys." A knowing smile tugged at her lips. "I will give you my answer by this afternoon." She turned and headed toward the door, her mind reeling from his offer.

'Holy moly, Hunter Walsh wanted to pay her to be his date for his holiday events this season. And she would make a bunch of money when she really could use it to give Gene an amazing Christmas.' Emma stopped at the doorway. 'She was crazy if she didn't take him up on this. Plus, she'd had a crush on Hunter since her first day working here when the elevator door had eaten her high heel shoe and he had rescued her. So, what was there to think about? Nothing!'

She pressed her palm against her stomach where butterflies rioted, then turned to face her boss. "Mr. Walsh?" Her heart thundered in her chest.

"Yes, Miss Romero?" He glanced up from whatever he had been writing.

Dang, but he made her heart trip every single time. He was so handsome.

Emma's breath left her in a rush. "Um… I'll… I'll do it." Her smile broke wide, and she fought not to cringe because she knew her dimples were showing with her cheesy grin.

"You will? You don't want to think about it more?" That beautiful smile nearly took his breath away. And those adorable dimples, wow. He would have to find ways to keep her smiling like that through the holidays. Then he would be the envy of every man around him.

"No, sir." Emma's practical nature kicked in. "You need help, and I could use the money, so we would be helping each other out, right?"

"Thank you, Miss Romero. I appreciate it. Do you have any questions?" Hunter tracked her movement as she returned to the chair.

"Just a couple at the moment." Emma settled back into the chair, her voice tentative. "When do I start, and what all is involved? Nothing physical, right?"

"Today." Hunter watched the surprise flash across her face.

"Today?" The word came out strangled. "What do I need to do, Mr. Walsh?"

"Well, start by calling me Hunter, and I was hoping you would have dinner with me so that we could talk and get a few things worked out. To make certain we are on the same page if people ask us questions, Emma." He watched her teeth worry at her lower lip, a gesture he was beginning to recognize as her nervous tell. "You are okay with it if I call you Emma, right?"

Emma's laugh bubbled up, warm and genuine. "I mean, we are dating now, right? So it would be weird if you called me Miss Romero."

"Yes, it would seem rather odd." Hunter's grin came easily, surprised at how comfortable this felt despite the absurdity of the situation. "So, are you busy this evening, Emma?" How had he never noticed just how pretty she was when they had worked together for so long? The way her eyes lit up when she smiled, or the musical quality of her laugh?

"I had plans for tonight, but I might be able to shift that to tomorrow night?" Emma's mind raced through the logistics. She hated to put her daughter off, but she would be making some amazing money by doing this charade. Money that meant Gene could have the Christmas she deserved. "Can you give me a couple of minutes to make a phone call?"

"Absolutely." Relief flooded through Hunter, warming him from the inside out. She was willing to do this and hadn't laughed at him or called him insane. "Take your time."

Emma hurried out of the office, her heels clicking against the polished floor as she made a beeline for her desk. She dug through her purse for her cellphone, fingers fumbling slightly with the adrenaline still coursing through her. She dialed Joanna, praying her neighbor would answer. "Can you keep Gene for me tonight?"

"I thought tonight was pizza and movie night?" Curiosity colored Joanna's tone.

"I... I have to work late. It's on short notice. Will you tell Gene we will do it tomorrow night?" Guilt twisted in Emma's stomach even as she made the request. "I got a chance to make some extra money, and I really need to take it."

"Okay, but only because I could use the money as well, and I adore the little rugrat." Joanna's affection for Gene came through the line, warm and genuine.

"I promise this will get you more money, too, and I'll throw in extra pizza for you as well tomorrow night." Relief made Emma's shoulders sag as the pieces fell into place. "Thank you, Joanna. I gotta go."

"Okay, see you later tonight," Joanna said quickly.

Emma stepped back into Hunter's office, squaring her shoulders as if preparing for battle. "I got it covered." Her smile held more confidence than she felt.

"Good, I will make us a reservation at Alanzo's for, say, seven. Is that alright?" Hunter leaned back in his chair, trying for casual despite the fact that his pulse had kicked up a notch.

"I've never been there." Heat crept into Emma's cheeks. She'd heard of Alanzo's, of course. Everyone in Detroit knew it was one of the most expensive restaurants in the city. "I don't know what to wear."

"Just wear something pretty, preferably a dress. I'm sure you will be fine." Hunter's tone gentled, sensing her discomfort.

"I am sure I have something that will do." Emma's stomach churned as she mentally flipped through her closet. Her vintage dresses were perfect for simple occasions, but dinner at Alanzo's? She hadn't thought about the fact that he would take her to fancy places, the kind of establishments where people probably spent more on one meal than she spent on groceries in a month. She would need clothing to fit in, and she wasn't convinced her current wardrobe would cut it for most of this.

"If you need to buy anything, I told you, I would pay for it. That is part of the deal." Hunter watched the worry play across her features and felt a pang of guilt. He was asking her to step into his world, and that came with expectations she shouldn't have to shoulder financially. "You will need something to wear to a charity ball you will be attending with me, and there will be a few other occasions that you will most likely need dresses for. I am willing to pay for any clothing, hair stylists, makeup people, whatever you need, Emma."

Emma's breath caught in her chest, the reality of what she'd agreed to crashing over her in waves. The words tumbled out in a rush. "I don't know where to get stuff like a dress for a ball. I have never been to one, Mr. Walsh... I mean, Hunter." His first name felt strange on her tongue, too intimate after two years of professional distance, even as panic clawed at her throat.

"Just breathe, Emma." Hunter's voice dropped to something soothing, the same gentle tone he'd use to calm an upset child. "I know someone who would be willing to help you if you need it, and she will be discreet and is very sweet, but don't tell her I called her sweet." His grin turned affectionate. "My kind of adopted little sister, Tori, is a lawyer and likes to think she is tough for being barely five feet tall."

"Thank you, Hunter. I would really hate to let you down." Emma's shoulders relaxed a fraction, grateful for the lifeline he'd just thrown her. "What time should I meet you tonight?"

"I figured I would pick you up about six thirty?" The offer came naturally, ingrained manners courtesy of Leandra Walsh's insistence that her sons always be gentlemen, especially on a first date. Even a fake one.

"Oh, no. I can just meet you. No need to go out of your way." Emma's response came quickly, defensive walls snapping into place. She didn't want him coming to her building to see where she lived in the dodgy part of town, where the elevator broke down twice a week and the hallways smelled like old cooking oil and cigarette smoke. She was sure he would be appalled.

"It's not a problem, Emma, really." Hunter's brows drew together, puzzled by her sudden defensiveness. After all, she was doing him a huge favor, so picking her up was the least he could do.

"Please don't take this wrong, but I would prefer to get to and from our 'dates' myself if possible. I can meet you at your place if you want?" Emma held his gaze, her chin lifting slightly in that stubborn way that said this wasn't negotiable. "I just don't want to be stuck depending on a man."

"Alright, we can meet at the restaurant." Hunter relented, filing away her firm boundary and the steel beneath those soft southern vowels. There was clearly a story there, one that had taught her not to rely on anyone. He found himself wanting to know what it was, even as he recognized that it wasn't part of their arrangement.
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Emma walked through the mist to the restaurant, her umbrella doing little against the fine spray that dampened her face. Damn it, she hoped the rain didn't get worse because it would make it horrible to go back and catch the bus home. Nerves fluttered through her at the idea of going on even a pretend date with Hunter Walsh. He was so tall and gorgeous that he could make a confirmed nun swoon at twenty paces, and his deep, rich voice made her heart pound and her breath catch every single time he said her name. She walked up to the door and spotted Hunter standing there in the lobby, looking like he'd stepped out of a magazine. God, she hoped he liked her dress and how she looked.

The doorman opened the door with a flourish, and Emma smiled her thanks as she folded up her umbrella and shook the rain from it. "Thank you."

"You are welcome, Miss." He smiled at her and let an appreciative gaze slide over her.

Hunter turned just as she stepped inside, and her breath caught. He was wearing a black suit with a stark white shirt that highlighted his tan and those broad, muscular shoulders. When his smile locked on her, her heart kicked into double-time.

"Emma, I was starting to get worried you stood me up." Relief colored Hunter's voice as he looked down at her. Even in three-inch heels, she was tiny compared to him, but rounded and perfect in all the right places. "Can I take your coat for you?" His gaze dropped to the umbrella in her hand, his brow furrowing. "Did you walk in the rain? They have valet parking here."

"Oh, it's okay, really." Emma's fingers worked the buttons of her coat. When she went to shrug out of it, he moved behind her and helped slip it from her shoulders, then just stared.

'Damn, she looks amazing!' "Emma, you look... perfect." The words came out quieter than he'd intended, almost reverent.

Relief rushed through Emma. "I wasn't sure you would like it. I kind of have a thing for vintage-looking clothing, like the pencil skirts I wear at work. I wasn't sure if a cocktail swing dress would be okay."

"Emma, it's perfect." Hunter's gaze traveled from the fake pearls at her throat to the matching earrings. She looked like she had stepped off the front of a magazine from another era. "Wow, that is all I can say."

"Thank you, Hunter." Heat flooded Emma's cheeks at his praise.

"Let's tell them we are here and get seated?" Hunter extended his hand to her.

Emma placed her gloved hand in his, the fabric soft between their palms, and allowed him to lead her to the hostess, who stood behind a small podium.

"Walsh." Hunter's smile came easily.

"Yes, I know who you are, Mr. Walsh, and it is good to see you again." The hostess's smile brightened, clearly pleased to see him. "Allow me to show you to the private room."

"Thank you, Bianca." Hunter guided Emma forward, following the beautiful blonde hostess.

Jealousy pricked at Emma when Hunter called this woman by name. Bianca was tall, thin, but well-endowed, and absolutely beautiful. Emma, on the other hand, was the polar opposite. Dark-haired with her warm caramel complexion, short and chubby in comparison. She pressed her free hand against her stomach, suddenly self-conscious about the way the swing dress emphasized her curves.

Hunter led her to a table and pulled out her chair. Once she was seated, he settled across from her, his gaze holding hers. "I have to say, you look stunning, Emma." That dress and those heels about made his mouth water. He could almost imagine taking her back to his house and stripping her out of them.

He was thankful when their server appeared at their table, interrupting his wayward thoughts. "Tonight, the chef has prepared his best meals. There is a choice of white fish in a cream sauce." Her smile included them both. "And he has paired it with a Cabernet Sauvignon. Or he has made a delicious Beef Bourguignon and paired it with a Pinot Noir."

Emma's mind went blank. She had no clue what any of that was.

"I think we'll go with the Beef Bourguignon." Hunter's gaze shifted to Emma. "If you are okay with me ordering."

"Absolutely, but could I by chance get a Coke?" A hopeful smile tugged at Emma's lips.

"I am sorry, we do not have soft drinks." The server's expression turned apologetic but firm.

"Oh, can I just get a glass of ice water, please?" Hope threaded through Emma's voice.

"Yes." The server nodded and departed.

Emma covered her face with both hands. "I feel so out of place here, Hunter."

"You are fine, Emma." His smile was meant to encourage.

"I have no clue what she even said they were serving." A soft, self-deprecating laugh escaped Emma. "Maybe this is a bad idea." She lowered her hands, meeting Hunter's gaze with uncertainty.

"No, Emma. It's not." Hunter reached across the table and captured her hand in his, his thumb brushing over her knuckles. "Just follow my lead, and I will get you through this."

"Your family is never going to believe that we are dating." Doubt crept into Emma's voice. "I am just not your kind of girl."

"Not my kind of girl?" Hunter's interest sharpened. "Please, tell me what you think my kind of girl is?"

"Bianca, that is your type of girl." Emma's shoulders hunched slightly. "Not some plain-jane southern-raised girl from Nola... I mean New Orleans."

"Emma, Bianca is not my type of girl. Those girls are a dime a dozen." Amusement colored Hunter's tone. "Let me tell you something, you are not some plain-jane girl by any means. When you walked in tonight, my mouth damn near hit the floor. You know who you remind me of?"

Emma's breath caught in anticipation. "Who?"

"A young, beautiful Audrey Hepburn." Hunter watched her eyes go wide, that look of pure wonder transforming her face into something even more stunning.

"I am shocked you even know who Audrey Hepburn is." Delight sparkled in Emma's voice, genuine and unguarded.

"My mom loves her movies. Roman Holiday, Breakfast at Tiffany's, oh yeah, I have seen them all." His grin turned boyish, remembering those movie marathons with Leandra. "And that is who you remind me of, classically beautiful and one of a kind. So yeah, my family will believe we are dating, and when they see us together, we'll make sure of it."

"You really think I look like her?" The question came out barely above a whisper, her heart pounding so hard she was certain he could hear it. This was the best compliment she had ever gotten.

"You do, trust me." Hunter held her gaze, his voice dropping to something intimate. "You are positively beautiful."

The server returned with water for both of them and wine glasses, setting them down with practiced precision. Emma's hands twisted in her lap. She felt so out of place in this fancy restaurant. "So, you were going to explain more about our... um... arrangement?" Uncertainty colored her voice. She wasn't sure what else to call it.

"Yes." Hunter started to say, but the server came back with a bottle of wine and poured them each a glass. "Thank you." Hunter's tone remained courteous.

Once she was gone, he began again. "So, it is imperative that we go on multiple dates because my family won't believe we are dating unless they see proof. Meaning our picture will end up in the society page of the newspaper. It will also help others to see that I am unavailable."

"Okay, so what are we talking about, weekends?" Emma's mind was already calculating the impact on her time with Gene.

"Weekends and possibly some evenings during the week." Hunter leaned forward slightly, his expression earnest. "Maybe some lunches and dinners. We will have a couple of dinners at my parents'. Thanksgiving dinner." Hunter was cut off by her words.

"I need to be with my family for Thanksgiving." Emma's tone turned firm, protective. "It is the only time I get to see my mama."

"I am sure that won't be a problem. My family celebrates the holiday on Saturday or Sunday beforehand so that we can help out at the shelter my sister-in-law runs. I had hoped you would join me there, but I understand." Relief softened Hunter's features.

"Okay, I agree we'll figure something out." Emma's fingers traced the condensation on her water glass. "You never answered me about anything physical."

"Well, I might touch your back as I escort you somewhere, take your hand, maybe kiss your hand, hugs, and would you be opposed to a kiss here and there as needed?" Hunter's voice remained gentle, carefully gauging her comfort. "I promise nothing intimate or anything that makes you uncomfortable."

"I can handle all that!" Relief and something warmer flooded through Emma. Yes, she could handle this, and the money he was promising to pay her would be well worth it.

Reaching out, she picked up her glass of wine and took a quick sip. Her face immediately scrunched, and she fought not to make a sound. It was dry and bitter, nothing like the sweet Moscato she'd had at her cousin's wedding.

"Not a fan of the wine?" Amusement danced in Hunter's eyes as she quickly set down the wine glass and reached for her water.

Emma's cheeks heated. "No, sorry. I've only ever had sweet, cheap wines." A self-conscious laugh escaped her.

"I am not the biggest fan of dry wines either." Hunter pushed back his chair, an idea already forming. "Please excuse me while I go to the restroom."

"Oh, yes. Not a problem." Emma managed a smile.

"I'll be right back." He returned the smile, then stood and strode away from the table.

Emma's shoulders sagged the moment he was out of sight, the breath she'd been holding rushing out. She wasn't sure she could do this. 'You've got this, Emma girl.' If nothing else, she would do this for Gene, to give her an unforgettable Christmas for once. Her baby deserved magic and wonder, not another year of making do.
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When Hunter returned, Emma's smile brightened. Once he was seated, his eyes held a hint of satisfaction. "We might have to make some adjustments, but we will make this work, Emma." Emma's words died in her throat when the server returned, setting a tall glass of Coke with ice in front of her and smoothly removing the untouched wine. Her gaze flew to Hunter, eyes wide with disbelief. "I... but I thought..." Her voice caught. "How?"

"I talked to the owner, who happens to also be the chef. I explained the situation with the drinks to Claude, so he fixed it." Hunter's expression remained casual, as if moving heaven and earth for a glass of Coke was the most natural thing in the world.

Emma was astounded, her throat tightening with unexpected emotion. She pressed a hand to her chest, feeling her heart hammer beneath her palm. "I can't believe you did that for me." No one had ever done something like this for her before—something so small, yet so incredibly thoughtful.

"The last thing I want is for you to be unhappy, Emma." Hunter's voice held quiet conviction. "After working with me, you should know by now that I am a man who gets things done."

"I... Thank you, Hunter." Emma's voice came out softer than she intended, full of wonder. "I appreciate it."

"You are welcome. Let me know if you need anything else." Hunter watched her take that first sip of Coke, satisfaction warming him at the relief that crossed her features.

They chatted about this and that, getting to know each other's likes and dislikes over the meal.

Hunter wasn't surprised to learn that Emma was a huge fan of classic movies and fashion, though hearing her talk about them with such passion added layers to the woman he thought he knew.

"We will have the holiday fundraiser for the Ford Museum to attend next month. And you will be able to find most of the events we need to attend on my calendar." Hunter's grin turned playful. "So, you most likely know them almost as well as I do."

Emma's laugh held genuine amusement. "Well, I did put them there."

"On Monday, I'll set you up with a credit card to use to buy whatever you need. Don't be afraid to use it." Hunter leaned back, completely at ease with the plan.

Discomfort flickered across Emma's face. "That is the only part that bothers me. I hate the idea of using your money to buy clothing."

"I don't mind, truly, Emma." Hunter's tone turned earnest. He didn't want her to feel guilty in the least. She was doing him a huge favor after all. He was surprised at how excited he was by the idea of taking Emma to these events and showing her off.

"You say that now, but I am here to tell you, vintage-style clothing isn't cheap." Emma pointed at him for emphasis, her expression mock-serious.

Hunter reached across the table and caught her hand, his fingers warm as they wrapped around hers. "If it makes you comfortable and happy, it'll be well worth it." And he meant it. Her happiness was becoming surprisingly important to him.

Emma's fingers tightened around her glass. She couldn't believe how nice Hunter was, and it made her skeptical. She had been fooled before. "I hate to bring this part up, but how does payment work?"

Hunter paused, caught off guard. "I hadn't really thought about that. How do you want it to work?"

Emma shifted in her seat. "I don't know, weekly, maybe. That way, if things don't work out or whatever."

"That's a great idea." Respect flickered in Hunter's expression at her practical thinking. "I could pay you at the end of each week if you'd like."

"I am fine with that." Relief loosened the knot in Emma's chest at not being locked in, just in case this whole thing didn't work. "Thank you, Hunter."

"I am the one who is grateful to you for helping me out, Emma." Hunter's sincerity rang clear as they finished their meal.

"Well, then I guess we are both grateful to each other." Her laugh came easily, her smile genuine and bright.

"Okay, how about if I walk you to your car?" Hunter rose and extended his hand to her.

"Oh, that isn't necessary." Emma's response came quickly, automatically. "I'll be perfectly fine," she added as they walked toward the front of the restaurant.

"Well, I hope your car isn't far because the rain has set in." Hunter gestured toward the front window, where the cold, late October rain was coming down hard, sheeting against the glass in wind-driven waves, making the streetlights beyond blurred into hazy halos through the downpour.

Emma muttered something under her breath, her expression darkening.

"What was that?" Hunter retrieved their coats, curiosity coloring his tone.

"Nothing, I was just cursing my luck." Emma's mind raced, already calculating. Perhaps she could find someplace to wait out the rain for a little while and take a later bus home.

"Well, why not have them bring my car around, then I can drive you over to wherever you parked." Hunter's tone made it sound like the most straightforward solution in the world.

Emma's fingers twisted in the fabric of her coat. God, how was she supposed to tell this man that she didn't own a car, that she had ridden the city bus? Heat crawled up her neck at the thought of admitting it. This was mortifying. "I'm fine, truly. I don't mind a little rain."

The words had just left her mouth when thunder cracked overhead, so loud it rattled the windows and vibrated through the floor beneath their feet. Lightning split the sky, illuminating the lobby in stark white brilliance for a heartbeat before plunging it back into shadow. The rain intensified, hammering against the building like a thousand angry fists.

"A little?" Amusement played across Hunter's features as he gestured toward the tempest beyond the glass.

"Maudire!" The Cajun-French curse burst from Emma's lips as she stamped her foot, frustration boiling over. She felt as if the heavens themselves were conspiring against her tonight.

Hunter wasn't sure what she had said, but it sounded very much like a curse word, and something about her passion in that moment made his pulse quicken. "Would you like that ride after all?"

Emma's shoulders slumped in defeat. "It appears I have no choice."

"As soon as it lets up, we'll have them grab my car." Hunter's tone was reassuring, practical. "For now, how about we find a place to wait?"

"I suppose we don't have a choice, do we?" Anxiety tightened Emma's voice. She hated to be late getting home to Gene.

Hunter exchanged a few words with the hostess, then guided Emma toward the bar area, where he found them a quiet corner to wait out the storm.

Emma slipped out of her coat once more, Hunter's hands automatically moving to help her. She settled onto the barstool, hyperaware of how close they were sitting. A server materialized with drink menus.

Hunter glanced at the menu, then caught the server's attention. "What do you have that is non-alcoholic?"
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When the storm finally eased to a drizzle, Hunter walked Emma to his car, the valet having brought it around during their wait. He held her umbrella as she climbed in, shielding her from the lingering light shower. He closed her door, then jogged around to the driver's side through the rain and slid behind the wheel. "So, where did you park?"

Emma took a deep breath, heat flooding her face as mortification settled in her stomach like a stone. "I didn't drive here."

"Then how did you get here?" Hunter's brow furrowed, genuine confusion crossing his features.

Emma's fingers twisted in the strap of her purse. "I... um... I rode the bus."

"You rode the bus?" Surprise colored Hunter's voice. "Why didn't you drive?"

Emma tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear, unable to meet his eyes. "I... ah, don't own a car." The words came out small, laced with embarrassment.

"And you ride the city bus everywhere you go?" Concern deepened in Hunter's voice. "Even to and from work, every day?"

"Well, yes, unless we end up working too late, then I have to walk." Emma tried for casual, but her voice wavered slightly.

"Do you know how dangerous that is, especially at night?" Horror washed over Hunter as the realization hit him. All those late nights over the past two years, she'd been walking home alone through downtown Detroit in the dark. His stomach twisted at the thought of what could have happened to her.

Emma's chin lifted, that stubborn tilt he was beginning to recognize. "I'm a big girl, Hunter—" He snorted, cutting her off. "Well, maybe not in height, but I am more than capable of takin’ care of myself." Her southern drawl thickened with her irritation, vowels stretching longer. "Now, if you would be so kind as to just drop me at the bus stop two blocks from here, I can still catch one of the last buses that will go by my place."

"No." Hunter's voice came out rough, almost a growl. "I am not dropping you at a bus stop."

"If I miss that bus, I will have to walk, and walking that distance in these heels will be murder on my feet. I didn't bring other shoes." Emma's practicality overrode her embarrassment.

"I am not dropping you at a bus stop or allowing you to walk home in the dark, Emma." Hunter's tone left no room for argument. "I am driving you home. So, give me your address."

Emma's hands gripped her purse tighter. "No, I don't want you to drive me home."

"Well, there isn't another option here, I'm afraid." Hunter gentled his voice, recognizing her distress. "I cannot, in good conscience, allow you to sit at a bus stop or walk through downtown in the dark." Hell, he wouldn't let her walk during the day.

"I don't want you to take me home." Emma's voice turned stubborn, almost desperate. She didn't want Hunter to see where she lived.

"Well, there really isn't another option here, Emma. And if you won't give me your address, I'll just call and get it." His voice remained gentle but unyielding. "I am sorry, but I cannot handle the idea of dropping you off at a bus stop and leaving you there at night. If something were to happen to you, I wouldn't be able to forgive myself." The rain chose that moment to intensify against the windshield, as if nature herself agreed with him. "Plus, the rain is picking up again."

"I just don't like the idea. I'm sorry, I know it sounds silly." Emma's voice wavered, knowing how weak her argument sounded. "You could sit by the bus stop until the bus arrives, couldn't you?"

"Emma, why is this a big deal?" Hunter turned slightly in his seat to look at her fully, genuinely trying to understand.

Emma wrapped her arms around herself, a protective gesture that didn't go unnoticed. "I would rather not talk about it. Just, I can't." Her voice dropped to barely a whisper. God help her, she couldn't tell him the reason. She knew her reason was silly, but she just couldn't help it. In her mind, she knew Hunter was nothing like Ray. After all, she had worked with Hunter for two years, had worked late nights with him, and had gone on multiple business trips with him. But that deep, primal fear in her wouldn't relent, a warning bell that refused to be silenced no matter how much logic she threw at it.

Hunter studied her for a long moment, watching the way she held herself, the shadows that flickered across her face. Something had happened to make her this afraid, and pushing her would only make it worse. He released a slow breath. "Okay, how about if I call a car service I sometimes use and have a car come get you and take you home? Will that work?"

Guilt pricked at Emma. "I hate you going through that expense when I can simply ride the bus."

Hunter turned to face her fully, his expression serious. "Emma, I don't care about the cost. Truly. But I need to know you got home safe." The words came out more intense than he'd intended, surprising even himself with how much he meant them. "And I want you to promise me that you will call for a car on my account if you work late from now on, and that you will use the service to go to and from our dates. I don't want you walking in the dark or downtown alone anymore. I don't even like that you are riding the city bus."

"But Hunter—" His finger gently pressed against her lips, silencing her protest.

"No, Emma, I am serious." His voice carried a weight she'd never heard before. "I don't want something to happen to you."

"Fine, you win." Emma's resistance crumbled, though her voice still held a trace of reluctance.

"Thank you. Now, give me your cell phone number." He pulled out his cell phone, quickly added her number, then sent her the car service information via text. "Call them anytime, and I will have them charge it to my account." He made a quick call, his tone businesslike and efficient as he arranged her ride. "Alright, they will have a car here in ten minutes. You can give the driver your address."

"Thank you, Hunter." Gratitude softened Emma's voice, genuine despite her earlier resistance.

"You're welcome." Relief eased the tension in Hunter's shoulders. "I'll call them tomorrow to set things up. Then you will need a car for three occasions coming up, plus I want you to take a car to and from work."

"What are the dates?" Emma's mind was already flipping through his calendar.

"I would like us to have dinner Friday night if you are available, then we have the charity event Thursday evening the following week. Then the Sunday after Halloween for my baby sister's birthday party. It'll be the first event around my family." Hunter paused, glancing at her. "We can discuss each one more over lunch tomorrow, if you are free?"

"Well, that will depend on my boss." A teasing smile played at Emma's lips.

"I hear he's a slave driver and overworks you." Hunter's grin turned self-deprecating.

"Actually, he's one of the best bosses I have ever had." Emma's tone turned sincere, wanting him to know she meant it.

"The car is here." Hunter nodded toward the dark sedan pulling up in front of them. "Let's get you on your way home." He climbed out, jogged around to her side through the rain, and helped her out before guiding her to the waiting vehicle.

Before she could get in, Hunter's hand caught her elbow gently. "Emma."

"Yes?" She looked up at him, raindrops catching in her dark hair.

"Message me and let me know you got home all right, please?" The request came out softer than he'd intended, more personal. He fought the urge to lean down and capture her lips, to taste the rain on them.

"I will, thank you, Hunter." Emma's breath caught at the intensity in his gaze before she slipped into the car.

Hunter stood in the rain, watching the taillights disappear into the night, feeling the warmth of where he'd touched her elbow still tingling in his fingers.
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Emma's mind churned with thoughts of Hunter all the way home, replaying their conversation in the quiet of the car. If they were going to pull this off, they would need to discuss a few more serious things. She began making a mental list, organizing her thoughts.

When the car pulled up to her apartment building, she thanked the driver and hurried inside. Joanna answered on the first knock, Gene draped sleepily over her shoulder. "She zonked out about an hour ago," Joanna whispered, transferring the warm, drowsy weight of Emma's daughter into her arms. Gene's pale blonde curls tickled Emma's chin as she settled the little girl against her chest. She carried her sleeping daughter down the two flights to their apartment and tucked her into bed, pressing a soft kiss to her forehead.

Once Gene was settled, Emma moved to her tiny kitchen and brewed a cup of her favorite chocolate chai tea. The familiar ritual soothed her nerves as the spicy-sweet scent filled the small space. She settled at the kitchen table with a notebook and pen, the apartment quiet except for Gene's soft breathing from the bedroom. Emma began writing down things she and Hunter needed to go over if they were going to convince people, especially his family, that their relationship was real.

When her cell phone suddenly rang, she quickly dug it out of her purse. Hunter's name lit up the screen, and surprise flickered through her. Why was he calling? Hesitantly, she answered. "Hello?"

"Emma, are you okay?" Hunter's deep voice rumbled through the phone, concern threading through every word. "You never texted, and I got worried about you."

"Oh my gosh, I'm so sorry, Hunter. I got distracted and forgot to message you." Emma closed her eyes, guilt washing over her. Her mind had been on getting Gene to bed, then immediately jumping into the list. She hadn't even thought about texting him.

"I'm just glad you are okay, Emma." Hunter's voice roughened with emotion. "I got kind of worried, so I figured I would call and check on you."

Warmth spread through Emma's chest at his concern. "Thank you, but I'm a big girl, remember?"

A laugh huffed out of Hunter. "You are not big, Emma. You aren't even half my size, even in heels."

"Ha-ha!" Emma's grin could be heard in her voice. "Ya know what they say, right?"

"What's that?" Hunter settled deeper into his couch, enjoying this banter more than he should. Damn, but her southern drawl was doing things to him. How had he never noticed how appealing it was before?

"Big things come in small packages. I might be small, but I am a force to be reckoned with, sir." Pride and humor laced through Emma's voice.

"Well, then, I am forewarned." Hunter's grin was audible. "I will have to watch my step."

"Darn right, and don't ya go forgettin' it." Emma's accent thickened playfully, her sass coming through loud and clear.

"So noted." Hunter's laugh rumbled low and warm. "So, what did you get busy with that made you forget to text me?"

"Oh, I was thinking about what we talked about, you know, making this whole relationship look real to your family and stuff, and I made a list of things we should discuss and come up with answers for."

"Like what?" Curiosity piqued Hunter's interest.

"Like how we got together. I mean, it is bound to come up at some point."

"Well, we work together, so it's kind of obvious, isn't it?" Hunter settled deeper into the leather couch, the fire crackling in the hearth casting warm shadows across his living room. He took a slow sip of whiskey, the amber liquid smooth and warming.

"Ugh, such a guy thing to say!" Exasperation colored every syllable. "Your sisters are going to want to know how it happened, like in detail. Not to mention your sister-in-law, Aurora. She will know right away if we are lying, unless we get our stories straight and make it good."

"How do you know all this?" Hunter took another sip, genuinely puzzled.

"I know your sisters, sisters-in-law, and mom, silly." Amusement bubbled through Emma's voice.

"How exactly do you know them so well?" Hunter was thoroughly puzzled.

"Who do you think they talk to and have stuff put on your work and personal calendars?" Emma's tone turned matter-of-fact. "Who orders their Christmas and birthday presents, not to mention sends them flowers from you on their birthdays, Mother's Day, et cetera? I probably talk to them more than you do!" A laugh escaped her at his obliviousness.

Emma didn't mention that she often took Gene to the park for playdates with Sammy, Aurora's son, over the last year, and the two children were practically best friends.

Hunter made a noncommittal sound, still processing the fact that she'd called him silly and apparently knew his family better than he did.

"So, we have to have a convincing story of how we got together, or they won't believe it." Emma's organizational brain was in full swing. "So, when did we start dating?"

"What sounds plausible? It could have been during the trip to California two months ago."

"Good, we could say it was during that trip that we realized we liked each other." Emma jotted a note on her list. "But how did we end up together?"

"You just couldn't take it anymore and seduced me in the office one evening a couple of weeks after that." Hunter's voice dropped to something low and teasing.

Emma snorted. "They would hardly buy that, considering..." Her voice trailed off.

"Considering what?" Hunter's curiosity gentled with concern.

"I... um... am not the forward type." The admission came out awkward, hesitant. "Maybe we should think on this one, and I can send you a copy of the list I came up with if you want?"

"Yeah, good idea." Hunter's mind was already working through possibilities, imagining scenarios of how they might have gotten together.

"Okay, I can email it to you in just a little bit here, and if you can think of anything to add, that would be great. But I should probably head to bed. I do have work in the morning, and if I didn't show up, my boss wouldn't be thrilled." Playfulness warmed Emma's tone.

"No, he wouldn't. He'd miss you and be lost without you." The words came out softer than Hunter intended, more honest than he'd meant to be. "Good night, Emma. Sweet dreams."

"Good night, Hunter." Emma ended the call and sat for a moment in the quiet of her apartment, her heart doing complicated things in her chest.
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Emma hurried to her desk and let out a sigh, dropping her purse with relief. She had almost been late due to her hectic morning.

Quickly, she changed from her tennis shoes to her pumps, then pulled out her compact mirror to check her makeup and hair. She tucked a couple of stray hairs back into place with shaking fingers, then dug in her purse for her powder, blush, mascara, and lip gloss. She quickly set herself to rights, trying to erase the evidence of her chaotic morning, then snapped the mirror closed. She jumped, her compact clattering to the desk as she discovered Hunter standing there watching her, two cups in his hands and an amused smile playing at his lips.

"Oh Lord, you scared the daylights outta me!" Emma pressed a hand to her chest, her heart hammering. How long had he been standing there?

"And here my mom always told me I was the most handsome of her sons!" Hunter's grin turned teasing. "I guess she lied."

"Yes! No, you are. I mean, you're not ugly. I mean... oh, just forget it!" Heat flooded Emma's cheeks as she waved him away, mortified by her own rambling.

"You were late, so I grabbed you a tea this morning. I figured you wouldn't have time." Hunter set the steaming cup in front of her, the spicy-sweet scent immediately reaching her. "It's a chocolate chai with honey. Isn't that one of your favorites?"

"Um... yes, but how did you know that?" Surprise and something warmer flickered through Emma.

"You ordered it two mornings in a row while we were in California on that business trip two months ago. Then I asked Frank, the barista downstairs, what you usually ordered, and he said chocolate chai tea with two spoonfuls of honey." Hunter's tone made it sound like the most natural thing in the world to remember such details.

"I can't believe you actually remembered that." Emma's voice came out barely above a whisper, wonder coloring every word.

"I did, as well as a few other things on your list." Satisfaction flickered across Hunter's features at her reaction. "We can talk about your list over lunch today, if you would like."

Emma's hand automatically went to smooth a stray curl. "I... um, didn't bring my lunch today. I left it at home. I had kind of a rough morning."

"You decide what you want, order it, and I'll buy." Hunter's grin came easily. "Why were you so late?"

"I missed my usual bus this morning." The explanation was only partially true. Gene had been in a bad mood this morning and didn't want to get ready for preschool.

"Did you walk to work?" Hunter's voice dropped, taking on a dangerous edge.

"Part of the way, then caught another bus, but then it broke down." Emma's laugh came out slightly hysterical. "Today is the first time in my adult life I have actually considered taking up day drinking in the morning."

"I told you not to walk or take the bus anymore." Hunter's jaw tightened, frustration and worry warring in his expression. "From now on, you're taking a car." He turned and strode into his office.

Emma sat there stunned for a moment, then stood and grabbed her tea, determination rising as she followed him into his office. She drew up short when she realized he was on his phone.

"That's right. Every morning, Monday through Friday. Unless she or I tell you otherwise." He listened for a moment, his expression darkening. "Yes, I want him to text the number to let her know he is there, again, until I say otherwise. Same as in the evening." Another pause. "Yes, thank you." Hunter hung up the phone and turned to Emma, who stood there tight-lipped, her eyes flashing. "Now, you will be picked up every morning and every night after work."
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