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        To the gorgeous, retro redhead

        who inspired me to write Faith.

        Keep being you.
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      They’re just friends… until they end up vacationing in a hotel room with only one bed.

      When Lawrence Jennings agreed to participate in a bachelor auction for charity, he didn’t realize it would involve whisking away his date for Christmas in Gstaad, Switzerland. Spending the festive season with a stranger isn’t this silver fox’s idea of a good time, so he asks his friend Corinne—who he’s always secretly admired—to bid on him.

      Corinne Pride loves the idea of a white Christmas so going along with Lawrence’s plan is a no-brainer. That is, until she realizes their hotel room is a couple’s suite, complete with a shared cozy bed and a hot tub. Corinne has been happily single for years, but suddenly, she’s seeing Lawrence in a new light, and he seems to be looking at her differently too.

      Will Corinne and Lawrence take a risk and explore the sparks between them before their luxury vacation is over?

      Click here to get your free copy of All I Want For Christmas:  bookhip.com/LDMVSPT
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      Faith St. John stared at the incoming call on her mobile phone with trepidation. The caller ID read Molly & Arthur Weasley—the codename she’d assigned her parents. Faith’s mum and dad never rang after 9:00 p.m. unless something was wrong, and she had a bad feeling about this.

      She glanced at Dylan, the eleven-year-old she was babysitting, who lay sprawled on the couch beside her, having fallen asleep while waiting for his dad to get home. She stood and took herself to a different room so she wouldn’t wake him up.

      She slowly raised the phone to her ear. “Mum? Dad?”

      “Faith!” her mother, Katherine, exclaimed.

      She yanked the phone away, wincing. Her mother had one volume. Loud. A trait Faith had inherited.

      “Hey there,” she said, switching the phone to speaker so she could talk without risking her eardrums. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “We’re here!”

      Faith’s eyebrows knitted together. “I don’t follow. What do you mean?”

      “Well....” Katherine dragged the word out, clearly wanting to deliver her news with a punch, as per usual. “You’ll never guess, but we came to town a week early to spend time with you. We drove up after work. Surprise!”

      “Oh, my gosh.” Faith smiled. Her parents may be full-on and meddlesome, but she rarely saw them since they’d moved to Wellington, and she missed them. Her cousin Erica’s wedding was next Saturday, but she hadn’t expected them to be in town until then.

      “I know. Isn’t it exciting?” Katherine’s voice sped up, and Faith imagined her father, Darren, was hurrying her along. “We were supposed to be up earlier but got stuck in rush hour traffic, and you know how long the drive is at the best of times. Anyway, we’ve arrived now, and we’re parked outside your house. Where are you?”

      “I’m babysitting Dylan and Hunter. Shane Walker’s boys. Feel free to come over. Shane should be home before long.”

      It was nearly midnight, and Shane typically returned from playing poker with his friends just after twelve on Fridays because he took four-year-old Hunter on daddy-son DIY dates the next morning and didn’t want to risk oversleeping. First and foremost, Shane was an awesome dad. That was one of the reasons Faith adored him. Well, that and he looked like a young Mark Ruffalo playing the role of hot professor. Yum. Unfortunately, he’d never seen her as anything other than a friend who sometimes watched his kids. Probably just as well. She wasn’t exactly stepmum material.

      “Remind me what his address is,” Katherine said.

      "10 Guinness Street.”

      “We’ll be there soon. And darling, we have another surprise for you too.”

      Faith didn’t ask what the other surprise was. She found it best to take things as they came. “Bye, Mum.”

      Ending the call, she made her way back to Dylan, who thankfully hadn’t awoken. In fact, she was pretty sure he’d leave an imprint on the couch at this stage. She settled beside him. When she’d first started babysitting the Walker boys, Faith had tried to get Dylan into bed earlier, but she’d given up long ago. Perhaps it was something to do with his mother walking out on them, but he couldn’t sleep until he knew the whole family was where they were supposed to be.

      The tabby cat, Tinkerbell, butted her head against Faith’s shin and she bent to pat her. “Who’s a pretty girl?”

      Faith opened her magazine and picked up where she’d left off, reading an article about the latest celebrity scandal. She knew most of the stories were patently false, but they entertained her, and she enjoyed seeing who was wearing what. Of course, she had to skim every magazine before taking it to the Walker residence in case it contained a photograph of, or story about, Diana Monroe—Shane’s ex-wife who’d walked out on her family to become a Hollywood starlet. Prior to leaving New Zealand, she’d had a few guest roles on soap operas but hadn’t achieved the level of success she’d craved. These days, she wasn’t an A-lister, but was on her way up.

      A while later, there was a soft knock at the front door. Faith closed the living room door behind her to muffle any noise so they wouldn’t wake Dylan and trekked down the hallway to the front entrance. She opened it to let her parents in, but then stopped, her mouth forming an O of surprise because they weren’t alone. They were accompanied by a cute guy about her age, with an easy smile and messy blond hair.

      “Hello,” she said, scanning their expressions, which ranged from guilty (Darren) to eager (Katherine) to nervous (the stranger). “And who might this be?”

      “Darling.” Katherine reached for Faith’s hand, but she backed up, eyes narrowed. Something was going on here, and she didn’t think she was going to like it. “Can we at least come in before the interrogation begins?”

      Faith sighed. “I suppose so.”

      Standing aside, she let them in. They filed past one by one, and she didn’t care for the way the stranger’s gaze lingered on her cleavage. She had a damn good set of boobs and didn’t mind them being ogled, but not when she had a sinking sensation about the reason for his presence. She led them to the spare bedroom, not wanting to disturb Dylan.

      Hands on hips, she stared at her mother, then her father. “Explain.”

      The stranger offered a hand. “It’s lovely to meet you. I’m Leon.”

      Faith eyed the proffered hand the same way she might a rattlesnake. “Nice to meet you, Leon.” She studied him. He was a Niall Horan, she decided. Cute in a boyish way. “What brings you to the bay?”

      He smiled, blue eyes twinkling. “You.”

      Faith’s jaw dropped. “I beg your pardon?”

      Katherine grabbed her hand, snatching her attention away from the boy-band lookalike. “Leon is from your father’s church.”

      Faith looked to Darren for confirmation. Her father worked as an Anglican minister and had a wide social circle as a result.

      He nodded. “It just so happens that Leon’s parents are also invited to the wedding. They’re family friends on the groom’s side. Your mother and I discussed the matter and decided we’d like you and Leon to meet. We thought he could be your date to the wedding.”

      A flush crept over her cheeks until she was sure they mirrored her hair color. She couldn’t believe this. Her parents had brought her a blind date. One that she’d be stuck with for a week—because no question about it, they’d be staying at her place.

      Oh, God.

      She face-palmed. Could this get any more embarrassing? And why on earth was Leon going along with it? She couldn’t believe any sane man their age would encourage a ridiculous, parent-sponsored matchmaking scheme.

      Finally, she dropped her hands and looked from her mother to her father. “I don’t need you to introduce me to a man.”

      No, she met plenty of those herself. Just not ones she’d ever spend more than a few nights with.

      Darren cleared his throat. “Clearly, you do. You’re twenty-seven and haven’t snagged one yourself yet.”

      Snagged. What kind of person said that? Made it sound like she was fishing for a husband.

      “I—"

      “Just give Leon a chance,” Katherine said.

      Mortification threatened to swallow Faith whole. She squeezed her eyes shut, and words burst from her mouth without any warning. “You didn’t let me finish. I don’t need you to introduce me to a man because I already have one.”

      She opened her eyes to find all three of them watching her dubiously. Damn. Why had she said that? If they asked around, it’d be easy enough to refute.

      “Who’s that, dear?” Darren asked.

      At that moment, a key rattled in the lock outside. Faith groaned. As if the situation couldn’t get any worse, the object of her unrequited crush had arrived.

      “Shane,” she muttered.

      Her mother’s eyes widened and darted to the bedroom door. “Oh, Faith. You’re seeing Shane? Why didn’t you tell us?”

      Of all the slips of the tongue.

      But then an idea occurred to her. Why couldn’t she be with Shane? Her parents would be gone in a week. She’d babysit his children free of charge for a whole freaking year if he got her out of any awkward matchmaking attempts. She had all of twenty seconds to make up her mind, and then the front door opened.

      With enthusiasm she didn’t have to fake, she ran into the hall and launched herself at him, seeing the whites of his eyes as they widened, then she dragged him into a thoroughly dramatic kiss.
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      Shane experienced a moment of utter panic as a body flew toward him, and then he was in paradise. Faith was in his arms. She was kissing him. He had no idea why, or whether it was even real—perhaps he’d drifted off to sleep on Logan’s couch—but he wanted it to go on forever. He’d dreamed of this moment since he first hired her to watch his kids and found her dozing in the armchair with Hunter curled on her lap and her spectacular cleavage displayed to full advantage.

      Faith was everything Shane wasn’t. Vibrant, young, passionate, funny, and completely gorgeous. Now she was kissing him. Realizing he’d yet to respond, he looped his arms around her waist, pulled her tight against himself, and deepened the kiss. She gasped into his mouth, and he took the chance to taste her. She was sweet and addictive, as he’d always suspected.

      Was this really happening?

      But then she pulled away and hugged him, her cheek pressed to his. In his ear, she whispered, “Please play along.”

      What?

      He blinked as she released him, baffled by her words, and struggled to collect himself. He adjusted his spectacles, which were askew, and when his vision cleared, he noticed three people standing behind her. Two he recognized as her parents, whom he’d met a couple of times, and the third was a young man he’d never seen before. Shane was good with faces—as a teacher, he had to be—but he was coming up empty.

      Then it struck him. The kiss hadn’t been real. Oh, it had happened, but it had been for show, not because she truly wanted to kiss him the way he’d longed to kiss her. For some reason, she wanted her parents to believe they were a couple. As if anyone could possibly think that. She was so far out of his league, he’d never even bothered stepping up to the plate.

      Disappointment settled in his gut.

      “Mum, Dad,” she said, threading her fingers through his and standing shoulder to shoulder with him. “You remember Shane.”

      “Of course.” Katherine threw an arm around him. She couldn’t hug him properly since Faith refused to let go of his hand. “It’s lovely to see you again.”

      “You too, Katherine.”

      Darren reached over to shake his hand. “How are you?”

      “Good, thanks. I didn’t know you were in town.”

      “We just arrived.” Katherine’s statement was followed by a beat of awkward silence. She turned toward the stranger, wearing the oddest expression. “Shane, this is Leon.” Her voice was high, and she cleared her throat, her cheeks coloring to match her hair. “Leon’s parents are friends of ours. They attend the church.” She glanced from Leon to Faith and, if possible, flushed even harder.

      “Nice to meet you,” Leon said.

      “Likewise.”

      Shane got it now. They’d brought this guy, Leon, to town in the hopes of setting him up with Faith. This in mind, he studied the man with fresh eyes. He was good-looking, with floppy hair and one of those faces that looked like he was always on the verge of saying, “Aww, shucks" while shuffling humbly from foot to foot. But wasn’t he too young for Faith? While Shane had five years and a whole lot of life experience on her, Leon could have walked straight out of a university lecture theater. She needed a man with more character than that. Apparently, she agreed, or she wouldn’t be trying to avoid him.

      “Would you like a drink?” he asked, envisioning the contents of the refrigerator. He didn’t have any alcohol, but perhaps he had a carton of fruit juice and one of milk. Real, grownup options.

      “No, but thanks for the offer,” Darren said. “We just need a key so we can make ourselves at home at Faith’s place.”

      At his side, Faith stirred, fishing around in the wallet tucked into the pocket of her dress. She held out a key, and Darren took it. “I wasn’t expecting you, so nothing is prepared, but it shouldn’t take too much effort to get things sorted, and I won’t be far behind you. Just help yourselves to the chamomile tea and I’ll be there in no time.”

      Chamomile tea? People actually drank that? He fought the urge to cringe.

      “We’ll do that.” Katherine eyeballed them in a way that made Shane squirm. “I’ll have a mug ready for you.”

      “Thanks, Mum.” Faith kissed her cheek. “See you soon.”

      The three of them trailed out, and Shane closed the door behind them. Finally, he and Faith were alone.

      He turned to face her and ran a hand through his perpetually messy hair. “Well, that was unexpected.”

      A massive grin split her face, displaying perfect white teeth. The kind of grin that showed she was nervous. He noticed now that her lips weren’t as red as usual. In fact, her lipstick seemed to be smeared. Groaning, he realized the rest of it had probably been transferred onto him. He wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve and prayed Dylan—if he were awake—wouldn’t notice anything amiss.

      “Explain,” he ordered, leaning against the wall for support.

      She shrugged, one strap of her vintage dress slipping off her shoulder. “You’ve probably pieced most of it together. Mum and Dad decided to come to the bay a week early. You know it’s Erica’s wedding this weekend?”

      He nodded. Faith’s cousin, Erica, worked with his friend, Jack, at his outdoor adventure company. Everyone in Haven Bay knew she’d planned a big wedding in the town hall.

      Faith fidgeted with the hem of her dress. “Apparently, they decided I’m so hopeless they need to supply me with a date. Hence, Leon.” She sighed. “It’s a shame, because he’s got an adorable One Direction thing going on, but if I give them an inch, they’ll have arranged the marriage before Erica’s wedding is over.”

      He folded his arms across his chest, his T-shirt pulling tight. Her eyes dipped, and he thought he saw appreciation flicker in them, but it was gone so fast he might have imagined it. After all, Faith wasn’t shy about her sexuality. If she found him attractive, surely she’d have told him by now.

      “So, you said you’re dating me?” he asked.

      She nodded, looking miserable. “I’m sorry. I just couldn’t think of anything else.” She grabbed his hand and made big puppy eyes from behind her glasses. “Will you pretty please be my pretend boyfriend and come to the wedding with me next weekend?”

      “Uh....” Under normal circumstances, he’d be able to list a dozen reasons why that was a bad idea, not least of which was that he didn’t want to confuse Dylan and Hunter, but when she fluttered her thick black lashes at him, all of those reasons fled his conscious mind.

      “Please, please, please.”

      The sight of Faith begging did curious things to his insides. He was a disturbed man. “I don’t think—"

      “I’ll do free babysitting for six months,” she interrupted. “A year—whatever it takes.”

      “Huh.” The shrewd, calculating part of his brain kicked into gear. “Make it every Friday for a year, and perhaps some other days if you’re free.”

      “Done.”

      “This situation can’t affect the boys.”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then you have a deal.”

      They shook on it, and to his surprise, she jerked him forward and planted a kiss on him. “Thank you.”

      Two kisses in ten minutes. He needed to have pretend girlfriends more often. This was the most man-on-woman action his lips had seen in years. He’d bet Leon had seen action recently. Heck, the guy had probably intended to get a nice taste of Faith, church-going parents or not. Shane could easily understand why he’d come. Faith’s parents would have showed him her picture, and he’d have jumped with excitement at the thought of getting his hands on her. Probably promised them he had nothing but marriage on his mind. And why wouldn’t he? She was pretty, quirky, and clever enough to run a successful business.

      In other words, a keeper.

      And now she was going to sleep in the same house as the other man. That didn’t sit right with him. What if Leon won her over with his youthful energy and the cuteness she’d mentioned? She wasn’t actually with Shane, so there was no reason she couldn’t see where things went.

      Not on my watch.

      “You’re welcome to stay here,” he told her, and cleared his throat. “It sounds like it will be a full house at your place.”

      She smiled. “Thanks, you’re sweet, but I like my house full. I’ll grab my things and be off.”

      He trailed behind her into the living room. Dylan was sleeping on the couch, and Shane bent to ruffle his son’s hair. “Wake up, champ.”

      Dylan stirred, blinking sleepily. He sat up. “Did you bring home the M&Ms?”

      Shane had been at his weekly poker game with his friends, but these days they usually bet with candy rather than money. They’d found that it evened things up since they had everything from a millionaire computer genius to a pub owner to a librarian among their numbers.

      He retrieved a paper bag from his pocket. “Unfortunately, not an impressive haul. Sterling made away with most of it.”

      Dylan pulled a face. “Why? It’s not like he eats them himself.”

      “No,” Shane agreed. “But he has a competitive streak, and he shares them with the children at the lodge, so it’s not as though he’s selfish. He wins them fair and square.”

      Dylan sighed. “Yeah, I know.” He took the bag and opened it. “I’ll split these up so Hunter can have his in the morning.”

      “Good plan.”

      Dylan was a responsible kid and took fairness very seriously. Sometimes Shane feared he was raising a mini adult, but then his son would get in a temper because something didn’t go his way, and he’d be reminded the boy was only eleven. Still, his brother was much younger, and Dylan seemed to view himself as a second father to Hunter.

      While they’d been talking, Faith had gathered her belongings, and she now gave Dylan a hug and patted Shane’s shoulder. “See you later, sugar.”

      He didn’t read into the endearment. She doled them out freely to everyone she met. “Thanks for watching them. Have a nice night.”

      She left, and he couldn’t help but wish he’d received a hug the same way Dylan had. He envied his son. How ridiculous was that?
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      Thank God for Shane Walker. He was going to save Faith’s bacon. When the door of his 1920s villa closed behind her, she let the tension ease from her shoulders and glanced up at the sky. Tonight the stars wove between the pink and purple twists of the milky way. The sight of the night sky had always soothed her.

      A cool breeze stirred her hair, and she continued down the drive to her car, a retro VW Beetle she’d had restored. She slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine. A couple of minutes later, she arrived outside her cottage on the opposite side of the Haven Bay township. She slung her bag over her shoulder and made her way up the path, then let herself in the front door. The cottage was cozy and opened into a small hall, with her bedroom on one side and the living room on the other. The spare bedroom came off the living room, as did the kitchen. She didn’t have a dining area—she ate on the couch most nights, or at the kitchen counter.

      She dropped her things in her bedroom and found her parents in the living room, side by side on the couch, with Leon on the armchair. Since there were no other furnishings—at least not that she could sit on, she perched on the arm of the couch.

      “Did you find everything you needed?” she asked, wondering for the first time what they intended the sleeping arrangements to be. There were only two beds and too many of them to fit.

      “Sure did,” Katherine replied. “Your father and I made the spare bed, and Leon has a sleeping bag, so he can sleep in here.”

      Faith sized Leon up. He was all of six feet, and her couch wasn’t much more than five. He wouldn’t be getting a lot of sleep this week.

      She sighed. “Why don’t you take my bed, and I’ll take the couch?”

      His eyes widened. “That’s kind of you, but not necessary.”

      She shook her head. “I insist. I couldn’t live with myself if you came all this way for nothing and then had a miserable time.”

      A smile curved his lips. “Okay, then. Thank you, Faith.”

      “No problem. Would you like fresh bedding?”

      One corner of his mouth hitched up higher. “I think I can survive your secondhand sheets.”

      Glancing at the ceiling, Faith cursed inwardly. Leon was looking at her the same way most guys her age did: like she’d given them the all-clear to strip her naked and take her for a spin.

      This was why she didn’t do relationships.

      “So, Faith, how long has this affair with the teacher been going on?” her father asked. He was one of those pleasant sorts of people who was hard to ruffle and rarely had a bad word to say about anyone. He also tended to use outdated language, like “affair.”

      She smiled. “Only a couple of months. It’s still early days.”

      He nodded. “You could certainly do worse. He has a respectable job, and from what I understand, a good standing in the community.”

      Oh, yes. Because those were the metrics one should use to find a suitable spouse. She resisted the temptation to roll her eyes or make a sassy comment about how well that had turned out for her sister.

      “That he does.”

      “He also comes with two sons and quite a history,” Katherine reminded her, as if she’d ever forget.

      “Two lovely children,” Faith replied. “And it was hardly his choice to be abandoned by his wife.”

      Leon watched this back and forward with interest. Her mother seemed to notice this and stood. “Faith, can I speak to you in private?”

      Faith led her into the kitchen and closed the door behind them. “What is it?”

      Katherine wrung her hands and took a few moments to put her thoughts together. Faith gave her time, familiar with her mum’s need to have a fully formed idea before verbalizing it.

      “This is terribly awkward,” she said eventually. “We should have asked if it was okay to bring Leon before just turning up with him. Would you like us to find somewhere else for him to stay? I’m sure he’ll understand if you or Shane are uncomfortable with him being here.”

      Faith considered the question. It would certainly make life simpler if she said yes, but Leon had come all this way to meet her, and it would be rude to kick him out. She’d made it clear there would be no romance between them, which meant there wasn’t really a reason to ask him to leave. A few wisps of red hair tickled her nose, and she blew them aside.

      “No, he can stay.”

      Katherine’s expression softened in relief. “You always did have a kind heart.”

      She’d often wondered if it was too soft. “Shall we rejoin the men?”

      Back in the living room, Darren and Leon were debating the merits of golf versus tennis. Faith, who preferred to watch shirtless men play sports rather than actually participate, listened to the sound of their voices without paying attention to the details.

      When they stopped for breath, Katherine took advantage of the reprieve to ask a question Faith suspected she’d been dying to all night. “How did you and Shane get together, darling?”

      Faith shrugged. She and Shane hadn’t discussed the specifics, but she should have guessed her parents would ask. “Nothing special. I’ve been babysitting his boys for a couple of years now, and we just grew closer. Not long ago, we decided to date.”

      Katherine looked disappointed there wasn’t a more exciting story. “That’s nice, I suppose.” She brightened. “Why don’t you invite them to lunch with us tomorrow? Shane and his sons. It would be lovely to get to know them.”

      Uh oh. Faith froze. They couldn’t all go out together. Not when the boys didn’t know about their deception. Dylan would give them up within the first five minutes. Worse, she didn’t want to confuse the kids. Especially not Hunter, who had no recollection of his mother and had referred to Faith as “Mum" in the past, setting Dylan off on a temper tantrum.

      “Maybe,” she said, thinking on her feet. “But Shane usually takes Hunter to DIY Saturday at Sanctuary, and Dylan has cricket.”

      “We can go after they finish.”

      Her stomach tied itself in knots. This was why she ought not to lie. It was far too easy to get caught. “I’ll talk to Shane and see if he’s free.”

      Katherine smiled. “Good.”

      They spoke for a while longer, and then, worn out, Faith climbed into her makeshift bed on the couch. She’d almost drifted to sleep when she remembered she needed to contact Shane. She whipped her phone out, selected his name, and typed a message.

      Faith: My parents want to have lunch with you and the boys tomorrow. I’m so sorry.

      When she didn’t immediately receive a negative response, she wondered if he was already asleep, but then a message popped up.

      Shane: We can make it work. 1pm at Cafe Oasis? Hope they don’t mind if we’re sweaty and dirty.

      Faith tapped a reply. I’m sure they won’t, but aren’t you worried about the boys?

      Shane: Yes, we’ll need to be careful not to cross any boundaries.

      Faith: Easier said than done, but I promise to come clean if needed. Thanks for being such a good sport.

      Shane: No problem. Good night, Faith.

      She sighed, wriggling further down beneath her bedding. Was it wrong that she wished, just a little, that their lunch date would be real? She had a big old crush on Shane. Always had, and probably always would. Unfortunately, he’d never be interested in her. Judging by his ex-wife, he preferred petite blondes. The opposite of Faith. Even if, by some miracle, he was attracted to her, she wasn’t relationship material. Enough men had told her she was fun but too full-on to have around permanently that she had no choice but to believe them. If three people told you to sit down because you were drunk, you should sit down... right?
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        * * *

      

      Shane washed paint from his hands and scrubbed Hunter’s fingers while Dylan regaled them with a full rundown of his cricket match. He played on a team with his friends, and one of the mothers kindly took him to and from matches when Shane wasn’t able, but he tried to attend at least every second week. He dried himself, then Hunter, and they walked out to the car.

      “Can I have cake at the cafe?” Hunter asked, not for the first time.

      “You can share a piece with Dylan,” Shane replied, also not for the first time, and made sure Hunter was belted up.

      “Why do we have to go out for lunch with Faith’s mum and dad?” Dylan asked, belting himself into the passenger seat.

      Shane had given a lot of thought as to how to explain the lunch to his boys and had arrived at the conclusion that it would be best to keep it as simple as possible. “Well, you know how when you stay over with Josh, you have to eat dinner at the table with his parents?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Faith is my friend, just like Josh is yours, and sometimes even adults have to sit at the table with their friend’s parents.”

      He could tell by the way Dylan rolled his eyes that he wasn’t buying it, but Hunter seemed satisfied by the explanation. The fact was, his friendship with Faith was usually pretty one-sided—something he was well aware of. She was always giving him her time and attention. This was his chance to do something for her, and he was determined not to mess it up. Also, he had to admit, he was flattered she’d chosen him to play her fake boyfriend. Either one of the Pride brothers would happily have filled the role, as would a number of other men.

      They drove into town and parked on a side street, then walked together to Cafe Oasis where he’d arranged to meet Faith and Mr. and Mrs. St. John. Checking his watch, he noted they were five minutes late. Not bad for him. Usually, he was running at least fifteen minutes behind. An old-fashioned doorbell signaled their arrival, and he scanned the wooden floor, searching for familiar flame-red hair. There she was. At the table by the window. As were her parents and the interloper. Shane’s teeth gritted. Her parents had brought the blind date to meet his family? If they were actually together, he’d see that as a declaration of war.

      But you’re not, he reminded himself. Faith isn’t yours.

      That didn’t stop him from striding directly to her side and dropping a proprietary kiss on her cheek. For today, at least, he got to pretend she belonged to him.

      “Hello,” he said to the group as he sat. Dylan slouched into the chair on his other side, and there wasn’t space for Hunter, so Shane hefted him onto his knee. “It’s nice to see you again, Mr. and Mrs. St. John. These are my sons, Dylan and Hunter. Boys, these are Faith’s parents.” He ignored the interloper. The man should have known better than to come on a lunch date with them.

      “Please, call us Katherine and Darren,” Faith’s mother said. “We’re so delighted to meet you.”

      Dylan glanced at the door like he wanted to run. He wasn’t a fan of attention on the best of days. But he mumbled a greeting, and for that, Shane thanked his lucky stars.

      “Buddy, what do you say?” he asked Hunter, who’d turned his face into Shane’s chest. His youngest could be painfully shy and only came out of his shell around a select group of people he trusted. Faith was one of those, but her parents didn’t make the cut.

      Hunter peeked around. “Hi.” Then he buried his face again.

      Shane expected them to dive into questions, such as how long they’d been seeing each other and why they hadn’t told anyone, but Faith must have fielded those already because instead Katherine launched into a monologue about the upcoming wedding, and weddings in general, and how wonderful and uplifting they were. Shane didn’t necessarily agree. His had been expensive and had provided an excuse for Diana to act like a diva for months.

      Faith slanted a cheeky grin his way. “This is her way of dropping hints. Subtlety is not a family trait.”

      Katherine waved a hand. “I have no time for that. The only one of us who ever has is Charity.”

      “Charity?” Shane asked.

      Katherine’s eyes widened, and she shot Faith a look. “Faith’s sister.”

      “Oh, of course,” he said, wincing at how thoughtless he’d been. Faith never mentioned her sister, but he could remember the scandal from when she’d left. Everyone in the bay could.

      “Leon, have you met our Charity?” Katherine asked, a calculating gleam in her eye that made Shane think she might have a new matchmaking plan in mind.

      “Dylan, Hunter,” Darren interrupted. “Why don’t you come with me, and we’ll order some food? Shane, would you like anything?”

      “A long black, please.” Shane tried to lift Hunter from his knee, but the kid clung to his leg. Bending over, he murmured, “If you want cake, you have to go with Mr. St. John, okay?” Reluctantly, Hunter released him and let Dylan take his hand and lead him away. Shane’s heart squeezed to see the two of them together like that. Dylan was insanely protective of his little brother, and Shane couldn’t have asked for a better sidekick in raising him.

      Katherine followed his gaze. “They’re darling.”

      “They’re very sweet,” Faith agreed. “Do you like children, Leon?”

      Leon ran a hand through his mop of blond hair and aimed his bluebird eyes at Faith. Now that his sons were distracted, Shane had no compunction about sliding closer to her and resting his hand on her thigh. It was warm and soft, and her breath hitched in response. Everyone at the table followed the movement, and from the way Leon’s nostrils flared and his eyes narrowed, Shane knew he saw it for the claiming it was.

      Leon’s eyes flickered back to Faith’s, away from Shane’s hand on her leg. “I love kids. I help run the Sunday school program at your dad’s church, and it’s a joy to be able to spend my time with the young people of the parish.” He turned to Katherine, bestowing such a blazing white smile on her that Shane almost needed to shield his eyes. “And no, I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting Charity yet.”

      The way he said “Yet", as if it were only a matter of time, and followed it up with a wink in Faith’s direction, had Shane seeing red. Sure, Faith wasn’t actually his girlfriend. But if she was, and this guy had the audacity to flirt with her in front of him, he’d want to wring the little shit’s neck. Never mind that Leon had the benefit of youth.

      Shane smoothed his palm up and down Faith’s thigh, taking comfort from the knowledge that for now, he was allowed to touch her and Leon wasn’t. Unfortunately, when the boys returned, he’d have to let her go. Faith’s hazel eyes met his with a question in them. God, she was so gorgeous, with her creamy complexion, crimson lips, and soft features. He wished he were allowed to kiss her again.

      “We’ll have to introduce you to Charity,” Katherine said, breaking the moment.

      “When do I get to meet Charity?” Shane asked, knowing he was behaving poorly but not really caring.

      “This weekend,” Faith said, a smile quirking her lips. “She’s coming to the wedding.”

      “She is?” Katherine’s hand went to her chest. “Oh, that’s wonderful. She never told me.”

      Faith shrugged, and he tried to ignore the way her breasts lifted. Her cleavage was temptation incarnate. “You know how she is with this town. She’s hoping to slip in and out without anyone knowing she was here.”

      Based on what he knew of Faith’s sister’s past, that didn’t surprise him.

      “Faith, I’ve heard you own an ice cream parlor,” Leon said, changing the subject. “I’d love to hear how that came to be.”

      Forcing himself not to stare down his opponent, Shane instead looked at Faith, only to find her already looking at him. Behind her, he could see his sons on their way back and knew he’d have to stop touching her soon, but for a few seconds, he let every bit of yearning he felt for her show in his eyes, and he was pleased to see her pupils dilate in response. She drew in a shaky breath and started to answer Leon’s question, but she didn’t take her eyes off Shane.

      “As soon as I was old enough to be allowed in the kitchen by myself, I loved making dessert for other people. It’s so lovely to see them enjoy what I make. Especially ice cream. People don’t give it enough credit, but ice cream can make a bad day so much better. It provides comfort, but it can also be fun or playful.” She shrugged. “I like to care for people, and to delight them with something new. The Shack is a great fit for me.”
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      Shane was driving her crazy with his hot looks. Faith fought the urge to fan herself and hoped that whatever words were tripping off her tongue made sense, because her brain wasn’t processing them. She was floating in the depths of his dark eyes and wondering, for the umpteenth time, what it would be like to have him look at her that way for real. It was a good thing he never dated because if she saw him gaze adoringly at another woman, she’d poison the bitch’s ice cream. But then his sons rejoined them, he blinked, and their connection was lost. She felt like he’d severed a cord between them, leaving her disconcerted and a little confused.

      “Faith?” Leon asked.

      With a great deal of effort, she forced herself to look at him. “What’s that?”

      His brows pulled together. “You were saying something about experimenting, but you kind of drifted away.”

      “Oh.” Lucky she didn’t blush easy. A fact that, considering her complexion, often surprised people. “Was I telling you about my experimental flavors?”

      He snapped his fingers and grinned. “Yes, that’s it.”

      She went on to explain how she rotated new flavors in and out of the parlor, but all of her focus was on Shane’s conversation with her father. She couldn’t believe her parents had actually brought Leon on their lunch date. When she’d arrived and seen him there, she’d been horrified. They were trying to be nice and include him, she understood that, but surely they could see how inappropriate it was.

      A warm palm settled on Faith’s leg, and her breath seized in her lungs. She stole a peek down, and now she was officially blushing. Shane’s thumbs drew small circles on her inner thigh, and her body wanted to open up to him in a way that definitely wasn’t appropriate when his sons and her parents were around the table. She glanced at him, but he was speaking to Dylan and didn’t look her way. Was he trying to turn her on, or was this all for show?

      All for show.

      It must be. But dang, it was hard to remember that when his hand curved around her knee. Who the heck knew a knee could be an erogenous zone? Not her, that’s for sure, and she barely refrained from moaning. With an act of willpower she didn’t know she possessed, she shot to her feet. Everyone stared.

      “I, uh, need to use the ladies’ room,” she said.

      Her mother stood. “I’ll join you.”

      Faith marched to the toilets, but before they entered, Katherine stopped her with a hand on her arm.

      “Honey, there’s something you need to know.”

      Faith glanced around. No one seemed close enough to overhear them. “What’s that?” Katherine bit her lip, and Faith frowned. Her mother was rarely hesitant to say anything. “Mum, whatever it is, I can handle it.”

      She sighed. “We didn’t only bring Leon because we thought you might get on well. We brought him because Mason is going to be at the wedding, and we didn’t want you to be blindsided.”

      “Oh, fuck.” Her heart thumped erratically, and her legs turned weak.

      “Language!”

      “Sorry.” No, she wasn’t. The situation warranted a curse word or two. Maybe even ten.

      Mason.

      She hadn’t heard that name in years. No one was cruel enough to say it to her face, although the few people who knew what had happened no doubt gossiped behind her back. But why would Erica invite Mason to the wedding? She and her cousin had gone to school together. Erica knew what Mason had done to her. How he’d broken her heart and decimated her self-esteem all at once by sharing the intimate photos she’d allowed him to take with people who in turn used them against her. She felt good about herself now, but she’d had to claw her way out of a deep pit of crappy self-esteem when, previously, her confidence had come naturally. She pursed her lips. Mason should stay in Auckland where he belonged. Why would he come back here?

      “How long have you known?” she demanded.

      Katherine studied her face, ignoring the question. “Are you okay, honey? I know this must be a shock.”

      She could say that again.

      “I’m okay. Promise.” Faith gave a tremulous smile. “It was a long time ago, and I’ve grown up since then. I can deal with him. But why is he invited?”

      Katherine grimaced. “Turns out he’s the groom’s cousin.”

      “Oh.” So he had as much right to be there as she did. “What luck, huh?”

      “We’ll be with you. Your father and I may not approve of the decisions you made when you were younger, but we’ll stand by you through anything.”

      Tears burned Faith’s eyes, and she removed her glasses and carefully wiped them away so as not to smudge her eyeliner. Then she placed them back and yanked Katherine into a hug. “Thanks, Mum. Love you lots.”
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