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      Here comes the groom…

      

      Food critic Ginger Elcott has made a lot of enemies with her snarky and scathing reviews, leaving her scrambling to book a caterer for her spur-of-the-moment wedding. As her recurring bad luck would have it, the one man her fiancé wants her to hire is also the object of an annoying and unexpected attraction.

      

      Dealing with bridezillas is part of the job for Mason Hughes, but his newest client takes argumentative and demanding to a new level. Surrendering to her request seems like the easiest solution, but a sizzling kiss sparks more than a passing sexual interest in her.

      

      Circumstances change drastically when Ginger dumps her cheating groom and proposes much more than a single night of passion to her sexy caterer. Two contracts and a wedding later, the bedroom is hotter than the kitchen—until a malicious review of Mason’s Premier Catering threatens to roast their newly complicated relationship.
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      Going for a casual smile, Mason Hughes held out a freshly refilled hors d’oeuvre tray—the last of his supply—to the couple approaching his booth. “Afternoon, folks. Would you care for a sample from Mason’s Premier Catering?”

      The man adjusted his baseball cap and draped a burly arm around the voluptuous blonde beside him. “D’ya have any of them cocktail wienies in bourbon sauce?”

      His girlfriend smacked his substantial bicep and pursed her lips. “I am not having hot dogs at my wedding reception. I want something classy, like shrimp cocktail and fancy appetizers with stuff I can’t pronounce. I’m not about to let my sister have a better wedding than me. Besides, Daddy’s paying for it.”

      “Well, he ain’t gonna pay for none of it if he finds out we done had the honeymoon already, so hurry up and pick somebody to cook the food.” Thick fingers closed around a canapé. A moment later, it disappeared into the man’s mouth. “Mm. Dis is purdy good. Wha diz it?”

      A pair of breath-stealing dark eyes framed by long black eyelashes peeked around the couple, making Mason’s insides knot and unravel at the same time.

      “I believe Mr. Hughes offered you his Roasted Portabella and Fontina Crostini.” Her sweet and sexy voice contradicted the biting nature of her newspaper column. “Am I right?”

      The groom raked his sleeve across his mouth. “Tastes like mushroom pizza. That’s way better than those little hot dogs.”

      Mason slowly exhaled, determined not to let the harshest food critic in the entire state of Ohio turn him into an ogre in front of potential clients. She clearly planned to write up a wonderfully scathing review of this year’s bridal show participants.

      The troll can kill twenty birds with one stone at this party.

      He dredged up as much politeness as he could muster, but he still had to force a civilized tone. “You are, Ms. Elcott. Would you like a sample?”

      Her full lips flattened into a grim line. “I see word got around that I’m here.”

      I would’ve cleared out early if it had. He offered the bride-to-be and her groom a business card and copies of his spring and summer menus. If they wanted pizza-flavored appetizers, he’d give them everything from classic pepperoni to highbrow veggie. “Give me a call or send me an email if you want to schedule a private tasting. Unless your sister hired Mason’s Premier Catering, your reception food will definitely outshine hers. Thanks for stopping by and congratulations on your upcoming wedding.”

      When they moved out of earshot, Elcott stepped closer. “Just because you aren’t admitting you knew doesn’t mean it isn’t true. How full is your schedule this month? I need to have an event catered in about three weeks and…a friend recommended you.”

      Friend, huh? Bullshit. “Mind if I ask which friend? I always send a thank-you gift when somebody gives me a referral. Good business, you know.” He set down the tray in front of her and put more space between them, moving out of the tantalizing piña colada-scented cloud that seemed to surround her.

      Her cheeks flushed almost the color of cayenne peppers, a beautiful contrast to the midnight-black strands tucked behind her ear—and an obvious admission of guilt. “Fine. Every caterer I’ve asked said they were already booked. It’s a Thursday night in January. Forgive me if I’m skeptical.”

      “Don’t you think you should at least try a sample before you book a caterer? The food could be terrible or give you food poisoning. Here, take one of each.” He nodded toward the remaining samples. The less he had to take home, the better.

      Without a word, she picked up his most requested appetizer during the holiday season. “You still haven’t told me if you’re available on January twenty-sixth.”

      “You’re tasting the Cranberries and Brie on Rye Toast. The orange zest adds a bit of color and a contrasting flavor. I make a few variations of this one. D’Anjou Pear and Brie on toasted mini cinnamon bread rounds is one of my bestsellers. Those were gone in the first hour today. I also have some dairy-free alternatives. Avocado Pâté with Strawberries for a lighter fare and Red Lentil Curry with Roasted Sweet Potato as part of a heavy appetizer buffet are the two most popular.” He turned the tray to the next selection without stepping closer. “This is one of my savory options. Goat cheese blended with thyme and rosemary and topped with a carrot curl and sliced zucchini on a sesame wafer. I use baby asparagus instead of zucchini when it’s in season locally.”

      Delicate fingers lifted the next sample to her full lips. Her emotionless expression gave nothing away.

      How could she eat without showing some indication of like or dislike? Food was essential to life, bringing as much—and sometimes more—joy and satisfaction as sex.

      Is she this boring in bed?

      Then she moved on to the crostini. Again, her face remained impassive as she chewed. She took the cup of water he handed her and drained it a sip at a time. “I’d like to see your full list of hors d’oeuvre choices. I’ll also need a formal dinner for approximately thirty people. Salad, bread, and main courses. Dessert is already taken care of. You have experience serving appetizers and a sit-down meal, don’t you?”

      Her ridiculous question and the tiny shaving of orange zest clinging to the corner of her mouth challenged him not to laugh in her face. He was a professional, though, unlike Ginger Elcott with her catty reviews and insinuations.

      A quick scan of the area assured him the last of the stragglers had finally exited the main exhibit hall. He set the nearly empty tray on the serving cart and crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I’ll agree to it if you’re willing to accept a few terms.”

      “Whatever you want. Full prepayment. Short-notice fee. A free advertising package with the online edition of the newspaper.” She gave him the same bland look she’d given his food, but she didn’t fool him for a second. She was desperate—and probably calculating the number of concessions she’d have to make before he signed on the dotted line.

      “I want to discuss the review.”

      The ice princess dabbed her succulent lips with one of his custom-printed napkins, removing the stray zest. “Are you suggesting that I give you a glowing review in exchange for your catering services?”

      “Actually, I was going to ask that you not write a review at all. Geesh, no wonder everybody told you they were booked.” He turned his back to her and emptied the few remaining samples into the trash. “Forget it. I’m not interested. No job is worth having my integrity insulted.”

      The photo of Ginger Elcott with her column didn’t do her justice, but her beauty was truly skin deep. She could make her own damn canapés, crudités, and crostinis. He didn’t need the work or the hassle of dealing with her type.

      “Okay, no review and I’ll pay double your going rate plus give each server a two-hundred-dollar bonus.”

      As tempting as her offer was, he continued stowing his gear. “No thanks.”

      “But…”

      Ignore her. She’ll go away. Eventually. He knelt to unplug the cart’s refrigeration cord from the outlet in the floor.

      Nutmeg-colored heels stepped into his personal space, their crisscrossing instep straps drawing his attention to a pair of trim ankles and shapely calves. “You said you’d agree if I accepted your terms. What are the rest of your terms?”

      “You’re persistent. I’ll give you that.” The plug finally let loose, but he rose to wrap it around the cart handle instead of gazing up at her. She already acted superior enough without him looking like he worshipped the ground she walked on. “First off, no review. Second, none of your guests can write a review. Third, I want full payment up front. Fourth, no refunds and no cancellations.”

      “Is that it?” She sounded completely unfazed by his demands.

      Determined to ruffle her feathers at least a little bit, he let his eyes wander from her high cheekbones to the hourglass curves between her generous breasts and nicely rounded hips then down her fantastic legs. By the time he returned to her face, her kissable lips had scrunched into a disapproving scowl. Perfect. “Oh, and I have to be your date for this shindig.”

      She narrowed her dark eyes and looked down her nose at him, even though he stood at least four inches taller than her. “Not that I would if circumstances were different, but my fiancé might have a problem with that, especially since the event is our wedding reception.”

      Poor guy. I hope the sex is worth it. With a shrug, Mason double-checked the latches on the cart’s doors. “I guess you’re out of luck then. I hear KFC does catering.”

      Her judgmental humph assured him she didn’t care at all for his suggestion. “Are you always this rude to your potential clients?”

      “No, just the ones who publicly humiliate my friends and undermine their businesses. We may compete for contracts, but we don’t badmouth each other for kicks.” He spread two dishtowels on top of the cart, rolled the few dirty serving utensils inside them, and stowed the bundle in the to-be-washed bin. “Be sure to mention that I refused to cater your event when you write up this week’s nasty column. I could use some free publicity.”

      The rapid click-click-click of heels on the floor behind him didn’t bring quite as much relief as it should have. He’d never turned down a contract if his calendar was open, not even for a bridezilla. He had no reason to feel guilty, though. Why had he let Ginger Elcott get under his skin?

      He’d left himself and Mason’s Premier Catering wide open for a personal attack by egging her on, and she wasn’t likely to let the opportunity pass her by. Then again, almost nobody escaped the woman’s wrath, earned or not. She hardly ever said a positive thing about anybody in “The Main Dish” without countering it with twice as many negative comments.

      Her next column would be no exception.

      Teardown almost always went faster than setup, but he finished packing and loading everything into the delivery van in record time. As much as he would’ve liked to head straight home, he turned left out of the convention center parking lot instead of right. He’d have almost an hour to visit with his grandpa before the old man’s weekly euchre date with Ruth and their friends at the senior center.

      Date. Mason shook his head. The closest he’d come to a date in months was the spur-of-the-moment condition he’d come up with to guarantee Elcott changed her mind. Propositioning an engaged woman who wanted him to cater her wedding reception wasn’t exactly professional, but damned if she didn’t deserve a good rattling.

      He tried counting the streetlights instead of fantasizing about skimming his fingertips up her sexy legs to the backs of her knees and past the hem of her skirt. Silky skin and a warm, welcoming body in his bed would really hit the spot, but getting laid wasn’t worth the inevitable scars from her snappish words and prickly temperament.

      Been there and done that.

      Engaged or not, she wasn’t his type. A great pair of legs was fine, but a woman with an easygoing attitude and a sense of humor was more his speed, not that he’d done much looking recently. The holidays and wedding season kept him far too busy to worry about his social life—or lack of one.

      As he pulled into a parking space outside his destination, a few stray snowflakes floated through the beams of his headlights, promising at least some of the snow in the forecast. Lights shone through the drapes of his grandpa’s living room window and created a silhouette of Miss Kitty on the windowsill. Her tail swished against the curtain when Mason climbed out of his car.

      He rang the doorbell, earning him a hateful glare. “You better be nice to me, or I’m keeping the fuzzy little mouse I brought you.”

      Her eyes narrowed. Then she jumped off her perch as the apartment door opened.

      Mason tossed the toy past the old man. “Hi, Pop. Euchre still on for tonight?”

      “You bet.” Kenny Hughes greeted him a sly grin and a slap on the back. “You find yourself a date for my birthday party yet?”

      “Ha!” Careful to avoid Miss Kitty’s twitching tail, Mason walked to the couch and plunked into his usual spot by the end table. “I spent most of the day drumming up a steady stream of summer wedding business. The rest, I’d rather forget.”

      Pop sat across from him in his recliner. “What happened? Did you run into the ex?”

      “No, I think she’s still married to husband number five. Or is it six? That probably would’ve been more fun.” No probably about it. He shrugged out of his coat and tossed it toward the other end of the sofa. “I ran into that obnoxious food critic and gave her a pretty big piece of my mind. Plenty for her to carve me up in her next column.”

      “Ginger something, isn’t it?” With the toy clutched in her saber-tooth fangs, the cat leapt into the old man’s lap. He stroked her from head to tail, inciting a round of noisy purring. “I still think she had to have been born a redhead with the fire she breathes.”

      “Elcott. Ginger Elcott. I don’t give a damn what color her hair is. The woman has sharper claws than your fur ball. Would you believe she had the nerve to ask me to cater her wedding reception?” Mason pushed to his feet and paced to the kitchen doorway and back. “And when I brought up a review, she accused me of wanting a good review in exchange for doing the job. Hell, I didn’t want a mention in her column at all.”

      “And you told her to jump off the closest bridge, did you?”

      “Not in so many words, but yeah. Well, actually, I used a lot of words. Enough to piss her off and make her leave my booth.”

      “You never were one to take crap from anybody.”

      Another trip from the couch to the kitchen and back again did little to ease his lingering annoyance. “I might’ve cut her a little slack if she hadn’t admitted she already asked everybody else at the show. I was her last resort and she still insulted me. Who does that?”

      Pop’s bushy left eyebrow rose. “You sure you’re not mad because she didn’t come to you first? Or maybe you’re disappointed because her personality doesn’t match her looks.”

      Mason laughed. “I still wouldn’t have wanted the contract if I’d been her only choice, and anybody who’s ever read one of her reviews knows exactly how malicious she can be. I’m not so shallow to think a pretty face is enough to grow old with.”

      “Then what’re you so wound up about?”

      “She just rubs me the wrong way. Haven’t you ever disliked somebody from the first second you met them? She didn’t even make an effort to be polite. And she’s condescending as hell.” Dropping to his spot on the couch, Mason rubbed his palm over the day’s worth of razor stubble. Unfortunately, it only served to remind him of the smoothest, sexiest pair of legs he’d seen in years. “Forget her. What do you want for your birthday? Some fishing gear? A new electric motor for the boat?”

      “Nope.” Pop’s chin jutted out, giving him a stubborn pout. “I want to live to my next birthday, which you can’t do anything about. And I want one other thing.”

      A deep sense of foreboding made Mason’s gut twist. “If you say great grandkids, you can find somebody else to bake your cake. I’m not knocking up some woman just to make you happy.”

      The old man snorted, and Miss Kitty gave Mason an accusing look. “You’d be doing it wrong if I was the only one happy about you getting laid. Boy, your grandma was⁠—”

      “Okay! Okay! The making-a-baby part wouldn’t be so bad, but I’m going to be picky about who I do it with. I’d rather not add a second divorce to my resume, and that means taking my time. So, no grandkids yet.” Mason shook off the squicky feel from Pop’s words. “You need to stop saying stuff like ‘getting laid.’ It’s weird coming from an eighty-year-old man.”

      “I’m old enough to say whatever the hell I want. You’re wrong anyway. That’s not what I want.”

      “What then?”

      Pop grinned, showing his full set of original teeth. “I’m asking Ruthie to marry me tonight and I want you to be the best man in our wedding.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Dodging an icy patch in the parking lot, Ginger pulled her scarf higher around her neck and cursed her decision to wear heels and a dress. And Mason Hughes, damn him too. How could that womanizing jerk turn down my offer?

      She cut across the mostly empty expanse and added her boss to her cursed list for being a cheapskate. Instead of an easy stroll from the convention center to the parking garage, she was stuck hiking to the far reaches of no man’s land—all to save him five stinking dollars. He didn’t exactly pay her a salary that allowed any out-of-pocket expenses, either.

      Her phone chirped, barely audible from the bottom of her purse, but she continued toward the free lot two blocks north and one block east. Even with gloves and her hands shoved in her pockets, the sub-freezing temperature had turned her fingers to icicles. Blake could damn well wait for an answer to his text until she was in her car with the heater on high. If he was so concerned about how the search for a caterer had gone, he should’ve come with her.

      Another chirp sounded as she slid behind the steering wheel. “H-hold your p-p-pants on!”

      She tossed her purse on the passenger seat and started the engine. Heat finally blew from the vents a few minutes later, easing the chattering of her teeth. Still in no mood to deal with Blake’s micromanagement of every wedding detail, she followed the signs toward the exit.

      Instead of turning left onto the street, she sighed and turned right. Hughes had to return to his shop at some point this evening, and she would be waiting for him—to apologize and beg, if necessary. The words wouldn’t come easy, especially after his blatant perusal of her body and tasteless stipulation for the contract. Unfortunately, desperate times called for desperate measures.

      Every red light between the convention center and the address on his business card compounded her irritation. Did he treat all women with such disrespect and chauvinism? How did he manage to run a successful business when he was so crass?

      His food might be amazing, but he deserved a negative-five-star review, a thumbs-down, and a boycott for personality.

      No lights shone from the windows as she pulled into a parking spot in front of Mason’s Premier Catering. From the looks of the building, its owner had probably renovated the old two-story house into his live-and-work space and resided in an upstairs apartment. He had to come home eventually, and she’d be there to greet him.

      Ugh.

      As she reached into her purse, the Code Blue ringtone her fiancé had programmed into her phone bellowed from the depths. She blew out a calming one, two, three exhale to keep from opening her window and heaving the stupid thing into the snowdrift against the building. Why had she ever agreed to get married so soon? Two-and-a-half weeks’ notice to plan a wedding was ridiculous, given both their schedules.

      She slid her cell out of its pocket and tapped the screen. “Hi, Blake. Everything okay?”

      “Hey, Gin. You didn’t answer my text. Where are you? Did you book the caterer? James and I got fitted for our tuxes, picked out the cake, and ordered the flowers.”

      Shifting her phone from one ear to the other, she took the breath he evidently didn’t need. “I’m meeting with a caterer shortly, which means I doubt I’ll make our dinner reservation. Why don’t you take my brother instead? James has been really antsy about getting an assignment with the Doctors Without Borders program and⁠—”

      “About that… He got the call. We, actually. I didn’t want to say anything for fear of jinxing my chances, but we applied together. The trip two weeks ago was for training. We leave for Uganda right after the wedding.”

      Uganda? All the air evaporated from her lungs and a rush of lightheadedness stole her voice.

      “Gin? Are you still there?”

      Closing her eyes, she leaned against the headrest and counted to ten. Another ten did nothing to ease the sting. “You knew. That’s why you wanted to get married so fast. How could you keep something like that from me? Don’t you think I had a right to know?”

      Blake cleared his throat, the resonating sound more annoying than sexy. “Would you have said yes if you’d known?”

      “We’ll never know, will we?” Light flashed beyond her eyelids, and she jerked her gaze to the rearview mirror. A pickup truck drove past, not even slowing. “So I guess a honeymoon to the Bahamas is a no go. Or anywhere else, for that matter.”

      She regretted the sarcasm as soon as it escaped. The Bahamas was much more his idea of a vacation than hers. She would’ve been content with a day or two alone with the man who said he loved her. Does he love me?

      “I’m sorry. I really am, but this is an opportunity of a lifetime. It usually takes months for an assignment. We didn’t expect it to happen this quickly. You’re not going to back out, are you?” The pleading tone in his voice reminded her too much of her brother.

      They were both leaving her. She and Blake hadn’t had a real date in months—no sex, not even any respectable foreplay for that matter—and James rarely had time for more than a five-word conversation.

      Oh God. If I break off the engagement, Mother will have a field day with the snide remarks. “Tsk, tsk. Almost forty years old with no husband, no children, and no respectable job prospects.” Hearing the condescension and disapproval in her mind required no stretch of the imagination, but it made her stomach lurch in a dozen different directions.

      “No, Blake, I’m not canceling the wedding. We’ll get through it.” I’ll get through it.

      “I adore you, Gin. I knew I could count on you to understand. James and I will only be gone eight months. I promise we’ll have a wedding night to remember when I get back. Text me when you have the caterer booked. Actually, why don’t you come over? I’ll have James pick up pizza on the way over and you can fill us in on the details. Love you. Gotta go.” The phone went silent.

      “A wedding night to remember when I get back.”

      “We leave for Uganda right after the wedding.”

      Dropping her phone onto her lap, she let out a frustrated scream. She’d grown up in a household with two doctors and was accustomed to taking a backseat to that occupation’s responsibilities, but she hadn’t foreseen her future husband putting his job above the beginning of their life together. He already spent more time with James than he did with her. Why was she always an afterthought?

      She crossed her arms on the steering wheel and dropped her forehead to the makeshift pillow. Tears stung her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. Crying wouldn’t solve a damn thing. It wouldn’t earn her any sympathy and it wouldn’t heal her hurt feelings. Surprisingly, the scream had hit the spot after this day from hell. She’d have to remember to do that more often, especially during the next eight months of loneliness.

      A few minutes of repairing her makeup and reorganizing her purse chased away the unwanted emotions and brought back her usual even-keel mood. Life wasn’t easy, but it was a lot harder when she let the little things rule her. She’d made a promise to marry Blake, knowing he was committed to being the best doctor he could be, and she would damn well keep it. For better or worse. I’m nothing if not dependable.

      Determined to make good use of her time, she powered on her tablet. The review of the bridal show’s caterers wouldn’t write itself, even if her editor would make her rewrite it, like practically every other column, to create more drama and controversy. He insisted those kinds of reviews fed people’s appetites for negativity and had sparked an increase in online circulation. The job was necessary to her survival, so she’d do what he wanted. In a way, that outlet had also become a savior to her sanity, even if it had earned her a less-than-stellar reputation with those she reviewed.

      Thirty-five minutes passed with no sign of Hughes, but the rough draft of tomorrow’s column was ready to be transformed into the slash-and-trash version. Hopefully, no one would notice the lack of one particular caterer.

      As she restarted the engine and turned on the heater for the third time, another set of headlights flashed across the dash. The vehicle was barely visible through the thin layer of snow that had accumulated on her rear window. It continued past through the back-and-forth swipe of the wiper blade, followed by two more cars.

      What’s taking him so long?

      With her luck, Mason Hughes had made plans for the evening and wouldn’t come home until tomorrow. The last of his “terms” could easily have been a ploy to get out of the agreement. He probably had a girlfriend or, more likely, a casual sex partner or two. Men like him always did. Women tended to overlook certain character flaws when a handsome, laidback guy showed interest in them.

      Blake wasn’t perfect, but he didn’t manipulate her or try to make her look like a fool.

      Okay, he manipulated me. And he keeps secrets from me.

      One secret. A huge secret, but just one.

      If he didn’t love me, he wouldn’t have asked me to marry him before he goes.

      I can concentrate on my work while he’s⁠—

      A thunk-thunk-thunk on the window made her heart jump in her chest, and a squeak prickled her throat. With my luck, it’s a serial killer.

      “Everything okay?” The muffled words did nothing to calm her racing pulse.

      A wary glance toward the driver’s side window revealed the torso and sleeves of a man wearing a winter jacket. His hands were stuffed in the pockets, but neither side hinted at the obvious shape of a weapon.

      “Are you having car trouble, miss? I can call AAA if you need a tow.” A pair of eyes came into view through the glass. Short, dark stubble covered the man’s chin and jaw.

      She let out a relieved sigh and turned off the ignition. Mason Hughes probably wouldn’t be pleased to see her, but he was a damn sight better than what her imagination had conjured up. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      “You.” He stepped back as she opened the door, his expression hidden in the shadows cast by the streetlight behind him. “Did you change your mind about my terms?”

      His mocking tone dared her to toss a scathing insult at him, even as the gruffness set off a strange tickle in her belly. Don’t take the bait. He’s looking for a reason to refuse the contract. “I’m afraid not, although I might let you buy me a drink after the festivities. Evidently, my fiancé is leaving for Africa as soon as the reception is over.”

      “What kind of loser are you marrying? I mean, who abandons his new wife before the wedding night?” Hughes shook his head and walked toward the front of the house. “You might as well come inside since you’re here.”

      “He isn’t a loser.” The automatic denial didn’t come as easy as it should have. Stepping into his shallow tracks in the snow, she followed him along the sidewalk. “Blake’s a doctor and he’s going to Uganda with Doctors Without Borders.”

      “And they wouldn’t let him leave the next day? Is that supposed to make me feel sorry for you so I’ll cater your event? Or am I supposed to be impressed?”

      I feel sorry for me. Why shouldn’t somebody else? Blake certainly doesn’t.

      Keys jangled as Hughes unlocked the door. He switched on a light, revealing a sparsely furnished reception area and a spotless island countertop on the opposite side of the room that probably served as a tasting table. “I’ll take your silence as a yes to all three questions.”

      “Most people would be a little sympathetic.” She paced to the far end of the counter and climbed onto a barstool, glad for some company, such as it was. “Why did you invite me in if you’re just going to say no again?”

      “What makes you think I’m going to say no? I’m giving you a chance to apologize for your insinuation at the bridal show. Do that, and then we’ll talk about catering.”

      “‘Insinuation?’ You brought up the review.” She turned to face him, caught by surprise when he stood only a few feet from her. “Why wouldn’t I assume you wanted a favorable one? Everybody does.”

      “You know what they say making assumptions. And I’m still waiting for that apology.” What should’ve been an intimidating stare made her stomach wobble again. The intensity in his brown eyes brought to mind hunger rather than anger.

      He’s probably an animal in bed. “Assumptions? Oh my God, are you calling me an ass?” She slipped off the stool, unable to sit through his scrutiny. Then she rounded the end of the counter to put more space between them. “Because that isn’t a great way to conduct business.”

      “We aren’t conducting business yet.” Half a dozen long strides later, he stood inches from her again. “You’re damn stubborn, you know that?”

      Stiffening her spine, she resisted the urge to take a backward step. “You’re not very good at answering questions.”

      His low growl was punctuated by the thud of his coat landing on the closest stool. “And you’re an expert at avoiding apologies. Last chance, Elcott. Apologize or else.”

      She mimicked his frown and lifted her head enough to look down her nose at him. “Or else what? You wouldn’t have asked me to come in if you planned to refuse the job.”

      “Oh yeah?” He tucked his finger under her chin and leaned closer. The motion sent her heart racing and a million tingles skipped toward her fingers and toes. His ragged breath bathed her lips in heat. “Try me.”

      The temptation to accept his offer almost overwhelmed her. Would his kisses reflect his brutish temperament? Where Blake was calm and gentle, Mason Hughes would probably be wild and rough—whether a simple kiss or a carnal delight, although no kiss from him would be simple.

      Passionate and unrestrained, maybe, but not simple. Attentive?

      God, what am I doing? She jerked away from his touch. “You are, without a doubt, the most…most…”

      “Talented? Irresistible? Compelling?” A wicked grin shone as much in the curve of his mouth as the amusement in his eyes. His ego obviously matched his obnoxiousness.

      He couldn’t know how his touch had affected her. She was the master of her emotions, and her reputation as a cold, unfeeling bitch proved it.

      “Irritating. The most irritating man I’ve ever had the displeasure of meeting.” Adjusting her scarf, she headed toward the exit and braced for the chill. “I’d rather cook everything myself than work with you.”

      A hand closed around her upper arm, stopping her mid-step but not squeezing tight enough to hurt. “Damn it, woman. All you have to do is say you’re sorry for thinking I’d expect a rave review in exchange for the contract. What’s so hard about that? You’re in a jam and I’m trying to be nice.”

      “No, you’re manipulating me.” Just like everybody else.

      His noisy exhale blew several strands of hair against her cheek. “There’s a big difference between manipulating somebody and not letting them walk all over you. You owe me an apology whether I cater for you or not.”

      She spun around to face him. “Then why did you say ‘or else?’ That sounded like a threat to me.”

      “Because arguing with you is like arguing with a three-year-old. Nothing that comes out of your mouth makes any sense.” He released her arm and sighed again. “See what you do to people? I haven’t spoken to anybody like that since my ex-wife wanted me to pay for her boyfriend’s vasectomy. Just go. And forget the apology. You wouldn’t mean it anyway.”

      “Why, you… How dare you compare me to a three-year-old child? No wonder you’re divorced.” Her voice was shrill to her own ears, but he had no right to speak to her that way. “You know nothing about me. Nothing!”

      “Oh, really?” He flung open the door, every sense that he was willing to humor her gone. “I know you’re leaving right now, even if I have to toss you out on your assuming ass.”

      Panic bloomed in her belly. Oh shit. I went too far. This wasn’t supposed to happen.

      She hung her head, hoping the geometric design in the flooring soothed the self-loathing her horrid behavior sparked. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said those things. No, actually I do. I’m upset with Blake for not telling me about the assignment when he got the call, and I took it out on you.”

      Mason pushed the door closed. “When did he tell you?”

      “Maybe an hour ago? He asked me to marry him because he knew he was leaving.” Could he have humiliated her any worse?

      “I stand behind my first assessment of his character. He’s an asshole.” Mason’s arms encircled her, their comfort so gentle that she couldn’t stop the tears that blurred her vision. He mumbled something she didn’t quite catch.

      “I know he loves me. It’s just that…” Just what?

      “He should’ve told you.” He guided her toward the chairs across from the reception desk. “Have a seat and I’ll make us some tea.”

      Grateful for his understanding, she raised her gaze to his. “I don’t deserve your sympathy.”

      His single nod brought his lips within inches of her face. “Yes, you do. Or at least part of you.”

      The softly spoken words sounded genuine and his concerned expression was at odds with the vehemence of their argument. How could he forgive her horrible behavior so easily?

      “Thank you.” She rose on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek, confused by the need to feel the flushed skin above his five o’clock shadow.

      “You’re wel⁠—”

      An even more overwhelming urge drove her to the left, connecting her lips with his mouth. He groaned, seeming to urge her to glide her tongue along his, to taste him and savor the connection. Compelling.

      Breathing no longer seemed necessary and the tightness in her chest vanished. His fingertips traced her jaw in a touch that promised reverence, passion, and something she couldn’t quite define. Escape?

      Why would she need to escape? Her life was on track and going according to plan—mostly.

      But I’ve never felt like this before. What’s different?

      She threaded her fingers through his hair, the waves tangling around them, holding her and pulling her deeper at the same time. He was nothing like Blake. Blake. What am I doing?

      Breaking free, she stumbled backward. Mason Hughes looked every bit as stunned as she was by her actions. Or maybe it was the strange chemistry that surprised her.

      She dug in her coat pocket for her keys as she hurried to the door. Without looking back, she rushed outside, too bewildered to offer a farewell, much less an explanation. She didn’t have one—and she still didn’t have a catering contract.
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