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      The young woman in the pink smock dusted Zack’s face with a powder puff, oblivious to the low growl rumbling in his throat. How in Hades had he let himself get roped into this dog and pony show?

      Zack ground his teeth. His brother was going to pay. Cole was the one who’d agreed to be a guest on the local cable program.

      It was supposed to be good free publicity for their construction business, but Cole had ducked out of it. He was in Wyandotte that day preparing a bid on some school renovations. The financial end of the business was his twin’s responsibility, but Zack would rather shovel dirt all day than do this goofy TV segment.

      Megan Danbury, the host of Do It Herself, appeared at his side and waved a sheaf of papers in front of him. She was a polished TV type, definitely a photogenic performer with long ash-blond hair and intense blue eyes. A tiny scar above one eyebrow was her only imperfection.

      He really liked that scar. It gave her an edginess that kept her from being generic.

      “Mr. Bailey, we have to talk about the script.”

      “What script?” He stood and ripped off the lavender sheet that the makeup woman had fastened around his neck. Lavender with dainty pink flowers.

      “I know my show looks spontaneous, but every segment is meticulously planned. You won’t have to memorize the exact words, but…”

      “Stop right there.” He held up a palm. “All I agreed to do was refinish an old kitchen cupboard.”

      “I have all the steps worked out,” Megan went on as if he hadn’t spoken. “If you’ll just scan this—”

      “What do you mean, ‘all the steps worked out’? What steps?”

      “I’ve assembled all the materials you’ll need and planned the procedures.”

      “If you’ve got everything taken care of, why do you need me?” Hope took hold of him.

      Maybe she’d tell him to get lost. His life was already in shambles without making an idiot of himself on television.

      Bailey Construction could always use a publicity boost, and his grandfather was holding Zack’s shares in Bailey Baby Products over his head to pressure him into getting married. Zack wanted nothing to do with his grandfather’s company, but keeping the shares in the family meant his CEO mom would keep her job.

      “It’s good programming to have guests,” she said.

      Zack wasn’t buying it. He raised one eyebrow, a little trick he could do but his fraternal twin couldn’t. He could also wriggle his eyes for what it was worth.

      “Actually, it was my producer’s idea,” Megan admitted.

      “Oh, yeah, Ed Garrison is your brother-in-law, right? Ed sent some business our way last year.” Which was why Zack felt obligated to be there, as powdery as a sugar doughnut and feeling awkwardly out of place.

      “We’re on a tight schedule here,” she muttered, guiding him toward the main set. “Normally we tape live before a studio audience and the edited show airs the next day, but the set was being remodeled earlier this week, and we’re behind schedule.”

      “You’re gorgeous.” He said it matter-of-factly so she wouldn’t misinterpret. “You don’t need me.”

      “My show is geared to women, and our focus group thinks the audience will respond more favorable to a male expert.”

      “You should fire the focus group.” He raked his gaze over her. “They don’t know what they’re talking about. Women are just as good at construction as men.”

      “But you’re an expert,” she insisted.

      “If I’m the expert, why do I need a script?”

      “Please, don’t be difficult.”

      “Is that what I’m doing?”

      “Are you always such a pill, or is this something special just for me?” She held out the script again. “Read it.”

      He hesitated.

      She offered a hopeful smile. “Please.”

      “All right, I’ll take a look at it.”

      “Let’s go over it together.”

      “Ms. Danbury, I can read.”

      “Yes, yes, I’m sorry. I get a little hyper before a show. On-air, be sure to call me Megan and not Ms. Danbury. We aim for an informal atmosphere around here. If you have any questions…”

      “I’ll raise my hand.”

      She was wearing jeans—designer jeans too nice to mess up doing a refinishing job—and a pale-blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up. She’d left enough buttons open to give just a hint of cleavage.

      He skimmed a few pages and swore softly to himself. Her team must have done their research on an amateur website. If he followed these cumbersome directions, he really would look inept.

      The studio was a barnlike room with lights and cables everywhere. The small studio audience clustered together on metal folding chairs. For no logical reason, his palms were sweating, and his stomach felt funny.

      True, he’d been dreading his TV debut, but he hadn’t expected pregame jitters.

      He couldn’t bolt now without looking ridiculous. He dug his nails into his palms and tensed every muscle in his body, then forced himself to relax. He wasn’t going to be stripped naked and tortured with hot pokers. He could walk a steel beam ten stories up, so he certainly could bluff his way through this, even if he couldn’t remember a single word from her script.

      Ed scurried around waving a tablet computer. He gave Zack a pat on the shoulder and a jumble of instructions that boiled down to: pay attention and take your cues from me.

      The cupboard Zack was supposed to transform was a shabby section ripped from the wall of a kitchen that was being remodeled on the show. It was in sorry shape, and most builders would scrap it. He had a few questions but didn’t get a chance to ask them.

      Ed hustled him behind a chalk line to keep him out of camera range until his time came. “Make your entrance when Megan says, ‘Let’s welcome our guest to Do It Herself.’ In TV, timing is everything. Move briskly. Smile like you’re glad to be here.”

      That hit close to home. The last time he’d been this reluctant to do a job was when he’d flushed a skunk from underneath an old pier-and-beam house that he and Cole were renovating.

      Ed told a few G-rated jokes to warm up the guests, who were already squirming on the metal seats, then he had them practice applauding. Lukewarm didn’t cut it with this producer. He kept at them until their response was over-the-top fever-pitched.

      With perfect timing, Megan strolled onto the set at the apex of the applause.

      She was smooth. He had to give her that. Her smile came across as genuine, and she managed to sound enthusiastic without phony perkiness.

      Zack resented Ed’s nudge in the small of his back, then realized Megan was waiting for him.

      “Our guest is a little shy. Let’s give him a big welcoming hand,” she said.

      He walked into the glare of the lights, conscious of the sweat trickling between his shoulder blades. Already perspiration stuck his blue plaid flannel shirt to his back.

      He couldn’t remember a word of the script, and his mouth was so dry his tongue was glued to the roof of his mouth. What in blazes was wrong with him? He hadn’t felt this whipped when the flu knocked him off his feet for a week last winter.

      “Tell us, Zack, what’s the first thing you’d do?” She cocked her head and folded her arms.

      “Haul this to the dump.” He hadn’t intended to be so blunt, but the rickety old cupboard was no antique.

      “That’s not what we’re about, Zack.” She laughed, but the humor did not reach her eyes. “Our viewers enjoy turning castoffs into treasures. Now if you’ll show us how to strip off this unsightly green paint…”

      She poured paint stripper from the can into a metal mixing bowl and extended it to him, apparently expecting him to take it.

      “There’s a lot to do before we begin stripping, Megan,” he said, grateful that his well-stocked toolbox was on the floor beside the cupboard. “First we take off the doors and remove the hardware.”

      “I’m sure that isn’t necessary, Zack.” Obviously, that step wasn’t in the script.

      Audience members tittered as if mistaking their dislike of each other as banter. Or maybe they were laughing at her tone of voice. She was definitely displeased.

      Okay, okay. Think. What was in that script?

      He was supposed to smear on some stripper so it would cut through the paint during the commercial break, but the stuff wouldn’t work that fast.

      He flipped open his toolbox and took out a battery-powered screwdriver to remove the screws holding on the hinges.

      “I’ll have one of these doors off in a minute. You can get a table ready for stripping, Megan.” He got into the swing of it. Giving her orders helped. “If you do this at home, folks, always remove the metal hardware before using any kind of paint remover. And remember, wear rubber gloves. You’re dealing with chemicals.”

      Zack resisted an impulse to glance up. He didn’t need to look at the beautiful blonde to know she was seething with disapproval. She didn’t like last-minute script changes, but she was pretending to go along, hovering beside him with the bowl of stripper.

      “We’ll be right back to show you the easy way to remove old paint,” she said in her professionally chipper voice.

      Ed announced that they were off.

      “You’re ruining my show.” She snorted, apparently forgetting about the audience on the edge of their chairs.

      Hoping for a brawl, he wondered.

      She sank her hands on her hips. “I gave you a script.”

      “You invited an expert to show you how to do the job right.”

      “So you know more than the people who write DIY books?”

      “Assuming I’d do a stupid project like this—and I wouldn’t—my time is money. It takes less time to do a job right.”

      Ed hustled a couple of guys to set up a folding table and cover it with newspaper and a sheet of plastic. Megan whispered to the producer, but she didn’t seem to get the answer she wanted. She scowled and pursed her lips and shook her head.

      Zack wanted to walk away, but when the program credits rolled, their company name would be listed. He had to get through the rest of the show. He put a cupboard door on the table and steeled himself for round two.

      When they were on camera again, she was still holding the bowl of stripper as though she’d forgotten she had it. He did give her acting credit for turning on the charm. She gave him a two-hundred-watt smile and launched into the next segment of the program.

      “Do this in a well-ventilated place,” she said.

      Zack stood over the battered old door on the table. “Outside is even better,” he added.

      Megan extended the bowl full of stripper to Zack. “You’ll need an inexpensive paintbrush and a—”

      A big shaggy dog bound from backstage, streaking straight toward them, leash flying behind him, wanting to play. A harried-looking attendant chased after the creature. “Prince, here, boy! Come here.”

      But Prince was out of control; he leaped on Megan, sending her and the bowl flying.

      Megan shrieked.

      The trainer scolded and lunged for the dog’s leash,

      Zack took a direct hit from the bowl full of stripper, the thick chemicals splashing across the front of his shirt. Instantly, he reacted, ripping off all his buttons in his haste to shed the shirt before the solution soaked through to his skin.

      “Oh, oh, my!” Megan exclaimed.

      His eyes met hers. “Are you okay?”

      She raised a palm to her mouth. “I’m okay, but you…”

      “Guess I’ll need more stripper,” he said mildly, feeling more in control now. He was so much better at pivoting in real life than in front of a camera. But he was sure of one thing—this was his first, last, and only appearance as a guest expert.

      “Of course, there’s no reason to waste all this.” Bare-chested, he picked up the ruined shirt and used it to rub the chemical directly onto the cupboard door.

      “Um…um…” Megan stuttered.

      The audience laughed louder than before. The trainer led the dog away.

      Megan rallied and launched into mostly accurate directions on removing paint, and Zack stood naked to the waist pretending he cared a rat’s rear end about stripping cheap wood pitted and scarred by heavy usage.

      The lights were hot; his chest itched, and he wanted out. Thank heavens the stripper hadn’t gotten on her. He didn’t think he could have handled seeing Megan without her shirt on.

      “Don’t you think so, Zack?”

      “What?” He’d missed most of her lecture, probably straight from the script.

      “There’s no reason a woman can’t renovate her home all on her own,” she repeated.

      “No reason at all, Megan. Just hire someone for the tricky stuff and go to it.”

      “Tricky stuff?”

      “Working with stripper around dogs.”

      The audience roared.

      Megan’s cheeks flamed red. “Our guest has been Zack Bailey of Bailey Construction. Thank you for being with us today. We’ll be right back with hints on staining stripped wood.”

      Thank God, his part was over.

      Zack bolted, grabbing his toolbox and leaving the TV studio, indifferent to the cool spring rain pelting his bare shoulders. He never again wanted any part of a fiasco like that. At least none of his friends watched the home handicraft show.
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      Left alone in the little closet she liked to call her dressing room, Megan didn’t know whether to cry, scream, or leave town. The show had been a disaster. She was humiliated. The station owner would give her spot to Pets on Parade, and she’d never work in TV again.

      It was all Ed’s fault. Guest expert? Why not hire a clown with a pony act instead? She was ruined, her hope of someday taking her show to a streaming service in shambles.

      She loathed Zack Bailey. If he’d intentionally set out to spoil her show, he couldn’t have done it more effectively. Maybe he was a ringer working for Pets on Parade.

      It was bad enough that he got cold feet and had to be pushed onto the set. Then he refused to start the stripping process without taking the cupboard apart. Most of her viewers weren’t going to run out and buy an electric screwdriver just to remove hardware that could be covered with masking tape.

      She shuddered when she replayed his big scene in her mind—ripping off his shirt and revealing that brawny bare chest. He’d popped off the buttons, then made a joke of the whole segment by using the shirt to spread the paint remover.

      For the first time since Broadcasting 101 in college, she’d lost it in front of the camera. How could she remember her script when she had to stand there looking at sexy dark nipples and silky chest hair on the most amazing masculine torso she’d ever seen?

      She’d gone to half a dozen salvage yards to find an old cupboard with character, and he’d belittled her treasure and her plans to restore it. Where did Ed get him? She could drag someone off the street at random and have a more satisfactory guest expert.

      All she could do now was go home and wait for the phone call. Her show would be moved to the six a.m. slot, if it wasn’t canceled outright. With eight months to go on her contract, she might even have to be the next stooge on the Bulgarian chef’s show.

      She’d had such high hopes. There was a real need to teach women ways to make their surroundings more functional and beautiful without great cost—or reliance on men. Her mother had made a wonderful home for her two daughters after Megan’s father deserted the family when she was seven and Georgia was nine. Mom eventually married a kind, good man, but before she did, she worked full-time and turned their small, aging house into a place that radiated love and good taste.

      Until she learned the worst about her show’s future, all Megan wanted to do was sneak home and forget her woes with a good book.

      Her sister swore by a good cry followed by chocolate-marshmallow cookies, but Megan turned to a happily-ever-after fantasy every time. She was nearly twenty-nine, and she couldn’t afford the luxury of gaining even half a pound. Not in a business where looking your best was essential.

      “Megan.” Her dressing room door flew open, and Ed barged in, his handsome but jowly face flushed bright pink.

      “You could knock.”

      “Sorry. I’ve been going crazy. The phones are ringing off the hook, and we’re trending on Twitter.”

      “That bad?”

      “Bad? Are you kidding? Mr. G. himself had me on the line sixty seconds after the wrap.”

      “Mr. Gunderdorf?” Now she did feel sick.

      The owner was an old-money big shot, but he pretty much had a hands-off policy at the station, one of his many investments. If the television profits were enough to buy him a couple of pricey antique cars for his collection every year, he didn’t trouble himself with program content. If he made a personal call to pull the plug, her career was toast.

      “He caught your show today.”

      “I assumed.”

      “He said it was more entertaining than he dreamed possible on our humble little endeavor.”

      Huh? Megan blinked. “Say again?”

      “He loved it. Called his wife away from a luncheon at their home to watch the shirtless segment.”

      “Oh, give me a break, Ed. You’re making this up so I won’t climb down your throat and pull out your tonsils with my bare hands. Zack Bailey is totally your fault.”

      “Remember that when you sign a new two-year contract with a healthy raise.”

      She sat down hard on the piano stool she’d refinished for her dressing table. “What? I can’t believe it. There has to be a catch.”

      “One tiny one, maybe. Bailey has to sign for a certain number of appearances in the next twelve months for this to happen.”

      “You’re saying that man will be a regular on my show?” She couldn’t have been more stunned if Ed had sprouted bunny ears.

      “No, not every week. Mr. G. wants to keep the format of guest experts. Maybe attract an auto buff on touching up cars, an auctioneer on spotting good buys in antiques. You know, add some class. Good guests will line up for a chance to be on the show if we triple the audience. After today, it’s practically a sure thing.”

      “Ed, you’re insane. Gunderdorf is insane. I cannot work with that man.”

      “For way more money and a chance to go national? Don’t kid me…or yourself.”

      “Maybe we can hire an actor instead. One who will stick to the script.” Megan kept her fingers crossed but feared Ed’s answer.

      “Not an option. Mr. G. loved the sparks between you and Bailey. You don’t have to like him. In fact, the show will be better if you can’t stand each other.”

      “He’ll never do it. I’ve seen camera shy before, and he was sweating bullets before he came on. He hated being there, and he wasn’t too keen on me, either.”

      “He settled down. Ripped off that shirt like Brad Pitt in his prime.”

      “He’s a contractor, not an actor.”

      “Bailey Construction is in a competitive market. There’s a well-heeled grandfather in the picture, but he won’t advance the twins a dime to promote a business that isn’t his.”

      “Twins? There are two like him?” She groaned from the heart. “How did you learn all that?”

      “From Mr. G. He knows all the money people in Detroit. Bailey needs publicity. It’s not easy to keep a small construction company afloat in this city. Especially when your grandfather is a billionaire who refuses to open his pockets or share his contacts.”

      “You’ll never sign him. I won’t let myself get excited.”

      “I don’t have to. You do.”

      “Me? No way. The station has a business manager, lawyers, people with clout. Let them twist his arm.”

      “The station also has you, Megan.” He lowered his voice. “Our most attractive host.”

      Oh, she didn’t like this. She didn’t like this at all.

      “You’re good, honey,” he said in his best brother-in-law voice. “But if J. R. Gunderdorf blackballs you, you won’t be able to get a job in Nowhere, North Dakota.”

      “He wouldn’t do that.” She tried unsuccessfully to reassure herself.

      “He wants to make you a star, and he loved the vibes between you and Zack.”

      “Bailey won’t do the show again, especially not if I ask.”

      “Ask anyway. Beg, cajole, cry, flatter, flirt.”

      “You mean use my sexuality?”

      “No, no. Of course not. I would never suggest that.” He held up both palms. “Unless you want to.”

      “Dear Lord,” she muttered. “Give me strength. She put her elbows on the orderly surface of her dressing table and buried her face in her hands.

      “Listen to me, Megan. Your concept for Do It Herself is a great one. This is your chance to make it fly. You’re no newcomer to this business. There’s always a price to pay, and you know it.”

      “Why do I have to be the one to recruit him? It’s not fair.” For once in her life, she didn’t care if she whined.

      “It’s your show, your future. Mr. G. is pretty astute. He saw something to make him think you’re the only one who can wrap up a deal with Bailey. Are you going to be a quitter?”

      “My sister told you to say that.”

      “What?” he asked, keeping his voice bland.

      “The one thing I can’t stand to be called is a quitter.”

      “Then call Bailey.”

      “He’ll say no.”

      “Then call again.”

      “Make an absolute fool of myself? Maybe kiss his boots?”

      “Have a high electric screwdriver delivered to him at a construction site. Or tickets to the Detroit Pistons game. Wine and dine him. Whatever it takes. The station will pick up the tab.”

      “I can’t do it.”

      “Sure you can. You’re a hammer-totin’, crowbar-swingin’ kind of gal. You’re not scared of Bailey, are you?”

      “No.” She denied it, but she would rather walk on hot coals than try to sign Zack Bailey as a regular on her show.
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      “Another delivery for you, Zack.”

      Gus Graham, the construction foreman and an old buddy of Zack’s, stuck his head through the door of the on-site trailer and held out a bud vase with three long-stemmed pink roses. A card with little cupids dangled from a pink ribbon tied to one of the stems.

      “What is this? The fourth gift this week? You must have some secret admirer.” Gus roared with laughter, put the vase on the corner of Zack’s cluttered desk, and got the hell out of there. He knew damn well what his boss thought of little pink posies.

      Zack wanted to make him eat the flowers, never mind that Gus topped his own six foot, two inches and was as broad as a bear. He was sick of being embarrassed by Megan Danbury’s cutesy deliveries. Did she really think she could manipulate him by making him look ridiculous in front of Cole, his twin brother and business partner, and their crew?

      He yanked the card off the ribbon and tossed the roses, vase and all, into a plastic-lined trash can. He was mad at himself for even bothering to read her message, not that it was different from Monday’s, Tuesday’s, or Wednesday’s.

      Please let me take you to dinner to discuss a business proposition. –Megan Danbury.

      Somebody should clue her in. This was the twenty-first century. She could deliver a message via text.

      As he crumpled the card and tossed it on top of the discarded flowers, he remembered the several calls he’d gotten on his cell until he blocked the number.

      Was she the pest who never identified herself? What was so important that she had to tell him in person?

      The Do It Herself host didn’t know it, but she was poking a stick in a hornet’s nest when she made him look like an idiot in front of his men—and his smugly happily married brother. What he ought to do was make an unscheduled personal appearance at the TV station and see how she liked being embarrassed at her workplace.

      But that would mean he’d have to run a gauntlet of oddballs who thought TV was real life—the powder-puff fanatic, sly former client Ed Garrison, the dog trainer who didn’t know enough to hang on to a leash, not to mention Megan herself.

      “Hey, bro, I told Tess about your mystery girlfriend and the trinkets,” Cole said, sticking his head through the doorway without coming into the trailer. “She said you should bring her to dinner Saturday.”

      Zack gave him the lantern-jaw look, his lips compressed and eyes glaring. It intimidated most people but never his twin. Cole was so damn happy being married to Tess. He didn’t even notice he was treading on dangerous ground.

      “She’s not my girlfriend,” he said with intentional hostility. “She’s the dip who dumped paint stripper on me on the TV show you were supposed to do.”

      “What’s with the gift deliveries if she’s not hot for you?”

      Cole stepped into the trailer. He wasn’t the mirror image of Zack, but they were enough alike so no one ever doubted they were twins. Zack conceded his brother was the pretty one. They had the same dark-gray eyes and thick black hair, but Zack wore his longer. Cole’s nose was straight, not slightly off-kilter as Zack’s had been since he’d broken it playing football a long time ago. Zack was a few minutes older and an inch taller, which, he jokingly insisted, made him the dominant twin.

      “The woman has a screw loose,” he muttered.

      Not true, but he didn’t want to talk about Miss Fix It Danbury with his brother or anyone else. He didn’t have a clue why she was sending him silly gifts and making him the butt of some joke four days running.

      He and Cole spent the next hour going over some specs for the bank branch they were building. His brother, who was in a big hurry to clean and fire up the grill before his wife got home from work, left before him.

      Zack hung around the trailer until the crew was gone. He could take their ribbing, but he was getting tired of wolf whistles and off-color remarks. If Megan was trying to make him look ridiculous, she was better at it than she was at home handicraft for girls.

      He picked up the jacket he’d worn to work because the mornings were still cool for May and wished tomorrow was Saturday.

      Damn.

      He loved the construction business. He hadn’t dreaded going to work since he spent a summer break from college holding a stop sign on a state highway crew. This gift bombardment had to stop.

      Pink roses of all things. What made her think he would like that?

      He picked up the phone and called her.

      Five minutes later it was set. His nemesis agreed to meet him for dinner at seven the next evening at Rondo’s Grill.
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      On Friday, no delivery van came to the site, not that Zack’s mood improved much in the absence of another gift. His men were still having so much fun with her stunt; he should dock them for all the time wasted.

      After work, he showered under the cold-water hookup in the trailer, but there was no way he would shave in icy water for Danbury. She was lucky he washed off the day’s dust and sweat, considering the way she’d gotten him to talk to her. He already regretted setting up a dinner meeting. He should’ve made her come to the site.

      He padded naked through the ancient Airstream trailer, which served as their on-site command center, and found the clean boxer shorts and jeans in the gym bag he’d brought along. He slid feet into a pair of old sneakers and put on his favorite well-worn black T-shirt. Where he was meeting her, this was formal wear.

      He got to the roadhouse at seven sharp even though it was way out beyond the airport. They made legendary ribs, which partly accounted for the crowded parking lot, but Rondo’s Grill was mostly famous for serving a last meal to a crooked contractor who disappeared without a trace more than fifteen years ago. Rumor had it he was wearing cement overshoes at the bottom of the Detroit River.

      Danbury was late, which gave Zack time to get a booth, sip a beer, and wonder what she wanted. He stared at yellowing newspaper clippings about the ancient disappearance framed on the walls.

      Colarie Last Seen at Rondo’s

      Alleged Mobster Connection

      Colarie Disappears after Plate of Rondo’s Ribs

      The whole place was plastered with lurid headlines. Zack wondered if Rondo had had most of them printed himself.

      Where the devil was that woman? He had two inches of beer and half a bowl of popcorn left. When they were gone, so was he.

      He had problems of his own without dealing with hers. Now that Cole was happily domesticated, his grandfather, Marsh Bailey, was determined to marry off Zack too, and Marsh was carrying one big stick—shares in Bailey Baby Products. Mom ran the family business now, but Gramps, as he hated to be called, was threatening to sell out to strangers if his grandsons didn’t settle down with nice women. Cole’s one-third of the business was safe now; Marsh adored Tess. But they had to keep two-thirds in the family to keep Mom as CEO.

      With their thirtieth birthday looming like doomsday, Marsh insisted it was time his twin grandsons grew up and got serious about the business—the business of making baby stuff or babies. Their half-brother, Nick, was still in college and safe from the old man’s machinations for now, so Zack was next in line to take the fall.

      He bit down so hard on a mouthful of popcorn his teeth hurt. He wasn’t the marrying kind, and he sure as hell wasn’t interested in anyone Marsh thought was a nice girl. Zack wondered if he took after his birth father, a man he’d never met.

      Gramps had scared him off with the threat of jail or worse when he learned his only child was pregnant at seventeen. In nearly thirty years, he’d never tried to see his twin sons. The man didn’t have it in him to be a father, and neither did Zack. Maybe it was bad blood, but the single life suited him just fine.

      Luckily for Cole and him, their stepfather had been an okay guy, but Mom had taken his death hard. Only her job as CEO of Bailey Baby Products had kept her going. Now the old bastard was threatening to sell out, knowing damn well Mom would probably be ousted if outsiders took control.

      Cole had secured his share of the business by marrying Tess, but Cole was lucky. Who could’ve guessed the pudgy girl they used to tease in high school would blossom into such a gorgeous woman? Now either Zack or Nick had to secure a second third of the shares, and his half-brother was too busy scoring with sorority girls at Michigan State to think about marriage.

      Double damn.

      Here he was waiting for uptight Danbury when he should be finding a way for Mom to keep control of the business without his help—in this case, that ball and chain called matrimony.

      He swallowed the last of the beer, and he felt like having another but didn’t. He’d waited long enough. He dropped a couple of bills on the black tabletop and started to slide out of the booth when he spotted a gorgeous blonde by the hostess podium. She wore a little red dress, and no one in the crowded restaurant could fill it the way she did.

      In spite of looking red-hot sexy and ready for anything, Megan Danbury managed a lost-waif expression that brought Rondo himself, resplendent in a Western dude outfit with snakeskin boots and a ten-pound silver and turquoise necklace, rushing over to help her.

      Zack had picked this place because Danbury was a linen tablecloth and four forks kind of woman, but his plan to make her uncomfortable had been plain silly. She glided toward his booth with Rondo hovering in her wake like a puppy.

      “Here he is. Thank you so much, Mr. Rondo. I’ll be sure to look at all your clippings before I leave.”

      No one called the pudgy restaurateur mister, and he lapped it up.

      “You’re late,” Zack said as she slid onto the seat across from him. There wasn’t enough dress to keep her bare thighs from making little squishy noises on the vinyl upholstery. And damn if he didn’t find the sound sexy.

      “How could I not be? This place is halfway to Kalamazoo.”

      “Nice to see you, too.” He tried for droll, but it came out sounding angry. He should have given her ten minutes, not half an hour.

      “We could have done this at the studio,” she said.

      He thought she shouldn’t pout. With her lips puckered like that, no man was going to think of anything but wiggling his tongue between them.

      To cover his wholly involuntary and unwanted reaction, he barked at her, “Why not at my jobsite? Maybe with violin accompaniment and a collar of flowers like the kind winning racehorses wear. You could make me look like a complete fool in front of my men.”
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