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      Falling Hard, Book 5

       

      How can she love two men when she can’t even love herself?

       

      Shelly has pretty much given up all hope. Hope that she’ll lose weight, that she’ll find any excitement in life, that there will ever be any man in her bed besides Barney, her cat.  When her friend Zoey suggests she come up with a resolution for the New Year, Shelly latches onto the one everyone expects her to choose—the tried-and-true commitment to go on a diet and get into shape. Deep inside, however, Shelly knows she needs to change a lot more than just her physical appearance.

       

      After a year licking his wounds over a broken romance, Christian is through. He’s been quietly lusting after Shelly at work, and he’s not wasting any more time. There’s something about her that makes him believe she’s the one. Unfortunately, Shelly’s kickboxing instructor, Lance—Christian’s best friend—has set his sights on the sweet blonde as well.

       

      Instead of pistols at dawn, the two friends come up with a deliciously sexy answer to their shared dilemma—if the shy beauty will accept their racy proposal.

    

  


  
    
      To Valerie and Shea, the inspirations for Shelly. I am in awe of your determination, your resilience and your beauty.
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      “Congrats on the weight loss, Shelly. Why didn’t you tell me you were dieting? I would have done it with you. God knows I could stand to lose a few.”

      Shelly MacIsaac rolled her eyes. “In what world do you need to lose weight, Josie?” Josie was her best friend and Shelly loved her like a sister, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t pea green with envy over Josie’s picture-perfect figure. To add insult to injury, Josie was the mother of an adorable six-year-old boy, but she hadn’t held on to a single ounce of baby weight as far as Shelly could tell.

      Meanwhile, Shelly continually fought the battle of the bulge, celebrating the moments when she shed ounces because losing a whole pound at one time seemed pretty much impossible.

      Josie took a sip of her wine. “My pants are starting to get snug.”

      It was on the tip of Shelly’s tongue to say something about how hard it must be for Josie to have to wiggle into her size-six jeans, but she let the comment slide. She didn’t want to hurt Josie’s feelings, so instead, she said, “I only started in September and even then, it’s been a half-hearted effort at best. The holidays set me back. But now I’m getting really serious about it. Diet, exercise, the whole shebang. By this time next year, I want to be off the cholesterol and high-blood-pressure medicine and I want to be able to walk up a flight of stairs without gasping for breath.”

      Josie lifted her wineglass in a silent toast. “Good for you.”

      Georgie walked over to them and plopped down on the edge of the coffee table, joining their conversation. “I was sort of hoping you’d use that diary I got you for Christmas to record all your scandalous sex stories, but I suppose it would work as a food diary too. I’ve read loads of weight-loss articles that say it’s smart to write down what you eat every day.”

      Shelly had thought Georgie’s gift was pretty cool and tried to ignore how much it paled in comparison to the heated sex gels she’d given Laura. Of course, spending money on that sort of stuff for Shelly would definitely be wasted.

      Now that Georgie explained its purpose, Shelly was flattered her friend actually thought the journal would be used for something so racy. “Is that really why you gave me the diary? So I could write about sex?”

      Georgie shrugged as if that fact should have been obvious. “It had a picture of a hot, almost completely naked guy on the front. Thought he might inspire you to commit some depraved acts in the bedroom.”

      Georgie’s unpredictability and off-kilter view of the world were the two attributes Shelly loved most about her friend. She never, ever knew where Georgie was coming from, but figuring it out was always guaranteed to be fun.

      “Of course. Now it can serve a dual purpose. You can use it to chart your weight loss and figure out how many calories you’ve burned between the sheets. I read in a magazine once that sex is the best exercise on earth. You can burn between a thousand and three thousand calories depending on who’s on top and how many times you come.”

      Josie snorted. “Dear God. You know, Georgie, one of these days I’m going to make you show me this amazing magazine full of bizarre facts.”

      Georgie was famous for rattling off insane information that she swore was true. Several times, Shelly had caught herself actually quoting something her friend had said as the gospel truth before remembering her less-than-reliable source and shutting up.

      Shelly took a sip of her wine. “Well, I’m glad I started this diet then. Otherwise I wouldn’t have cracked the spine on that diary.”

      She tried to laugh, but it was a weak attempt. She suspected her friends knew about her lack of sexual experience, though she’d never come right out and said, “I’m a virgin” to them. God, she would have died of embarrassment. It was humiliating enough to know they’d probably already come to that conclusion on their own. Given her dating track record, she’d most likely die a virgin.

      Georgie wasn’t amused by her joke. “I know you said you wanted to lose weight this year as your goal, but I’m setting another one for you.”

      Shelly’s brow creased. “Can she do that?” she asked Josie. “Assign me a goal?”

      Josie shrugged. “It’s Georgie. Are you going to tell her no?”

      Shelly’s shoulders drooped. Josie had a point. Unfortunately, it wasn’t just Georgie who could issue an order that Shelly would try to obey. She’d been a doormat for as long as she could remember—allowing kids at school to copy her homework or pulling long hours at work so the boss could leave early to play golf. No was probably the simplest word in the English language, yet it was the hardest one for Shelly to say.

      “What’s the goal?”

      “Have sex.”

      Georgie issued the command like Shelly should be able to knock it off her list in a matter of minutes. Her friend should know better. Shelly was too shy, too self-conscious, too nervous around guys, too…big. The last word snuck in despite her efforts not to think it.

      “That’s Josie’s goal.” Josie had announced her plan for a second chance at happiness was to get laid…in lots of different places and positions. Shelly envied her friend’s confidence, but knew there was no way she could ever attempt something like Josie’s full-moon list, complete with sex with a stranger, in public and ten other crazy, kinky things. Terrifying stuff. Hell, Shelly would be happy to just manage missionary position with someone.

      “I’m not sure what’s in this wine Laura is serving, but the way you girls keep going on about sex makes me think it’s an aphrodisiac.” Kristen’s legs were tucked beneath her as she sat on a nearby chair. She looked comfortable, completely relaxed. Shelly sometimes tried to get her feet underneath her in that position, but she couldn’t hold it for more than a few seconds.

      “You realize there’s more to life than doing the nasty with some hairy guy humping and pumping and sweating all over you, right?” Kristen had proclaimed her goal for the year was to get married before her fortieth birthday in July. Then she’d proceeded to explain why sex wasn’t one of the attributes she considered important as she searched for a willing groom. Shelly thought it was a shame Kristen had dismissed it so readily. If she had Kristen’s willowy frame, she wouldn’t hesitate to jump on board Josie’s full-moon train.

      Georgie crinkled her nose. “Who the hell have you been fucking, Kristen? Gross.”

      Kristen shot Georgie a dirty look. “All I’m saying is Shelly’s set a perfectly reasonable goal. One that we should all embrace. I can’t remember the last time I went to the gym.”

      “Me either,” Laura said. “I was serious, Shelly, about looking into that kickboxing class with you. I’ve got to start doing something or I’m going to have to bump up another size and I can’t afford a new wardrobe.”

      While Shelly appreciated her friends’ support, she felt a tiny spark of anger flare. They didn’t get what it was like to be fat. None of them had a clue how it felt to live inside this body day in and day out. Everything was harder for her. Walking from point A to point B on aching feet and struggling to breathe, sitting in those ridiculously tiny seats on airplanes, ordering a meal at a restaurant without feeling like she was being judged for her choices.

      Shelly closed her eyes and took a deep breath, swallowing down the fury and frustration that had choked her for most of her life. She locked it away in that same place where she’d tucked all of her hurts for years.

      Georgie refused to drop the original subject, not willing to let Shelly off so easily. “I’m just saying there’s no reason why she can’t exercise in bed.” Georgie turned to look at her. “It’s time to stop making excuses, Shelly. You’re smart and funny and one of the sweetest people I’ve ever met. There’s no reason why you should still be living alone.”

      “I can’t act that way around guys.” Prior to meeting Josie, Shelly hadn’t really been able to talk to anyone—male or female—without stammering and looking down. Somehow, Josie had broken through that, then dragged her along to these Thursday night wine dates with Georgie, Kristen, Zoey and Laura. Since then, some of her shyness had faded away. But only here—in the sanctuary of Laura’s living room. When she left the safety of its walls, timid Shelly reemerged, forgetting how to talk, how to look people in the eye, how to hold a discussion without blushing like an idiot.

      “What about with Christian?” Josie asked.

      Christian was as close to an exception as Shelly came, but even that had limits. She’d worked with Christian Shelor for nearly three years. They’d both been promoted at the same time to serve as the central IT department of Bank of Harrisburg. While they worked at the main branch, they also oversaw the IT departments of the bank’s other eleven branches. It was a stressful job that involved very long hours, but the pay was amazing and it wasn’t like she had anything else to do in the evenings or on the weekends.

      She’d spent anywhere from fifty to eighty hours a week the past three years in a shared office with Christian. That sort of closeness bred a comfortable familiarity and it had broken down some of the reservations she’d always held onto when trying to converse with an attractive man. And Christian was—quite simply—the most handsome man Shelly had ever met. A fact she’d fought relentlessly to tuck away so she could manage some semblance of professionalism.

      It had actually been easy to do the first couple of years because Christian had been in a long-term relationship. He’d been living with a woman, so that had allowed Shelly to relax a bit around him. Not that she was worried he’d hit on her. She was more concerned she’d go into babbling-idiot mode every time he looked at her. Knowing he was off the market had allowed her to see him as a colleague. As such, they’d formed a friendship of sorts. One that revolved exclusively around work.

      “Christian’s just a work friend. You know that. He’s not interested in me that way.”

      Josie tilted her head. “I thought you said he’d invited you to lunch a few times.”

      That information had Georgie’s eyes widening with interest. “He has?”

      Shelly shrugged. “He was just doing it to be nice. It wasn’t like he had any romantic inclinations.”

      Georgie didn’t seem convinced. “Did you go?”

      Shelly shook her head. “No.”

      “Why not?” Zoey asked.

      Shelly hated being the center of attention. There was no denying she was the focus of every woman in the room. “I told you why. He was just being friendly. It’s not like he really expected me to say yes, so I let him off the hook.”

      Georgie frowned. “That makes no sense. Why would he ask you if he didn’t want you to go?”

      Shelly wasn’t sure she could explain her reasoning because she hadn’t really understood her refusal either. There was just something in Christian’s face each time he asked that looked strange…confusing. Part of her thought he was nervous, which was ridiculous because Christian was the most confident person she’d ever met in her life. He oozed poise and control. So it hadn’t made sense that he’d be uncomfortable inviting her out for lunch…unless he was afraid she’d say yes.

      “I don’t know, Georgie. It was just a feeling I had. Besides, what would we talk about? Apart from work, we have nothing in common. I like to spend my lunch hour trying to forget about my job. I’m sure it’s the same for him. It’s our one chance to get away for a little while and decompress.”

      Georgie rolled her eyes. “Jesus. First thing tomorrow, you and I are sitting down and writing up a list of conversation topics and pick-up lines.”

      Zoey laughed. “I’ll help with that. Sounds like fun.”

      “Me too,” Josie chimed in. “I might need a few of those pointers when approaching my full-moon men. I’m a bit rusty when it comes to hooking up with guys.”

      Shelly was grateful for her friends’ help. They never judged her for her inexperience or made her feel stupid, which was a relief considering she did enough of that to herself.

      “Okay. I’m free tomorrow. Unless my boss decides I’ve had too much time off this holiday season and finds some way to pull me into the office.”

      Kristen frowned. “Banks are closed on New Year’s Day.”

      Shelly was well aware of that, but the computers that counted all the money never slept. “Tell that to my boss.”

      The conversation waned for only a moment…just long enough for Shelly to think she was in the clear.

      Then Georgie sighed. “I wish you’d let the rest of the world see the Shelly you show us.”

      Shelly wasn’t sure how to respond. At first, she was inclined to dismiss the comment out of hand. She didn’t think it was strange that she’d be more outgoing here with friends who loved her. It was understandable she was quieter in other types of social settings because of her shyness. It seemed normal to her.

      Until she realized Josie and Zoey were nodding in agreement.

      Before she could think better of it, she spouted off her standard reply. One she’d said so many times in the past, even she was sick of hearing it. “I’m just not like you girls. I’m not…” She struggled to find the right word. Finally, she landed on, “…brave.”

      Josie and Zoey gave her their usual supportive yet sad smiles. Those looks used to comfort her, but tonight, they felt like sandpaper on dry skin. She was tired of being poor Shelly, but she didn’t have a clue how to be anyone else.

      Then Georgie’s eyes lit up. “That’s it! That’s the answer!”

      Shelly frowned. “I didn’t know there was a question.”

      “You always say you aren’t like us. That you’re too shy. So I’ve got an idea of how you can overcome that.”

      Kristen tilted her head, looking bemused. “This should be good.”

      Georgie ignored the interruption. “Here’s what you do. Whenever you find yourself in an uncomfortable situation and you feel that desire to pull a Shelly and disappear into yourself, think to yourself what would Georgie do? Then become me and do it.”

      Josie laughed. “That’s the worst advice I’ve ever heard.”

      Georgie waved her hand, batting away Josie’s jest. “It doesn’t just have to be me. Shelly has an analytical mind. She can take stock of her surroundings and figure which one of us she wants to impersonate. Certain situations may require a Kristen-like cut down or a practical-Laura answer. Pick whichever one of us would be most helpful at the moment and then pretend you’re us.”

      Shelly licked her lips nervously. “I’m not sure⁠—”

      Her friend didn’t give her time to refuse. Georgie leaned closer. “Think about that old saying, Shelly. If you do the same things you’ve always done, you’ll keep getting the same shit.”

      Kristen snorted. “I’m pretty sure that’s not the adage.”

      “I’m paraphrasing.” Georgie took Shelly’s hand and gave it an encouraging squeeze. “This year is about change. For all of us. Just promise me you’ll think about it.”

      Shelly wasn’t sure she was going to be able to think about anything else. Because as farfetched and crazy as it seemed, she thought Georgie’s idea was inspired. She wasn’t getting anywhere being herself and the thought of living the rest of her life alone was too painful to consider.

      So maybe it was time she became someone else.
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        Current weight—245 pounds

        Weight loss—I’ve lost seventeen pounds since September, which is pretty lame, but it was the holidays. I challenge anyone to pass up my mother’s cream cheese mashed potatoes. Or her green bean casserole. Or her homemade stuffing with real bacon, not those fake bits from the grocery store.

        January goals—To stop donating a monthly fee to the gym—I will actually go there and work out. I will also hire a trainer and start exercising regularly. And to shut Georgie up, I will try to have at least one non-work-related conversation with Christian.

      

      

      

      Shelly dragged herself downstairs and turned on the coffeepot. Barney was standing beside his bowl, mewing loudly to be fed. She’d found the kitten under a hydrangea bush in the courtyard in October. His mother had abandoned him. Shelly had adopted him and since then, the townhouse had felt just a tiny bit less lonely thanks to the adorable little cat.

      Until Barney had entered her life, she hadn’t realized she’d been suffering from loneliness. She hadn’t admitted that discovery to her friends. What good would it do? She was twenty-eight years old and nothing—not a damn thing—had changed in her life in the past few years with the exception of the cat. She lived in the same house, worked at the same job, ate the same meals and slept in the same cold bed.

      Maybe that was what had alerted her to the difference. Barney made the bed less lonely, curling up night after night at her feet, purring her to sleep with his sweet, kitty sounds.

      Unfortunately, despite Georgie’s determination that she have sex, Shelly didn’t hold out any hope that this year would be different. All she knew was she sure as hell prayed it would be.

      She glanced at the clock. Seven a.m. She was wired, wide-awake. Surprising considering how much she’d tossed and turned during the night. Her sleep had been so restless, Barney had given up around three and abandoned her to spend the night elsewhere.

      Shelly caught sight of the diary Georgie had given her. She’d tossed it on the dining-room table, thinking if she kept the thing in plain sight, maybe she’d actually feel compelled to write in it. It had worked—sort of. Yesterday, she’d penned a few lines, promising herself she’d try to keep up with it.

      Picking it up, she dropped into one of the chairs and grasped the pen she’d left lying next to it yesterday. She opened the journal and stared at her entry from the previous day. Short and sweet and full of nothing but meaningless words. She turned the page, staring at the blank lines for nearly ten minutes before throwing the pen down and rising.

      She had nothing to say. Typical. Apparently there was only one thing she excelled at and that was work. She gave Barney a snuggle, kissing him on the head as she said goodbye, then she grabbed her coat and keys and headed to the bank.

      She was only partly surprised to discover Christian had beaten her there.

      He looked up as she walked in and gave her a tired smile. “At some point, we’re going to have to evaluate the fact that neither of us appears to have a life.”

      She laughed as she hung her coat on a rack by the door, then fired up her computer. “I think I’m past the evaluation stage. Right now, I’m dead-center of acceptance.”

      He shook his head. “That’s sad, Shell.”

      She shrugged and tried to force herself to concentrate on her computer monitor.

      Shelly had spent her first few years at the bank working at a smaller branch for a supervisor who didn’t know her ass from the escape key. The woman would spend hours hemming and hawing, looking up useless crap in the manual, too afraid to admit she didn’t have a clue how to fix anything. As a result, employees at the bank eventually started skipping the middleman, walking past her supervisor’s desk and coming straight to Shelly for help. Of course, rather than appreciating Shelly’s skills, her supervisor had viewed the employees’ preference of Shelly over her as an insult and she’d proceeded to make Shelly’s life a living hell. Until the bank president promoted Shelly to lead the main branch’s IT department with Christian.

      Shelly glanced his way, watching as he concentrated on something on the screen, his fingers flying across the keyboard. Lately, she’d caught herself stealing too many long, lingering peeks at Christian. While she suspected he wasn’t what most women considered conventionally handsome, she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt she’d never met a more attractive man. Most of his features were nondescript. He kept his dirty brown hair cut short in the tried-and-true, get up, run a comb through it, ready for the day sort of way. His eyes were dark brown, but hidden most of the time behind thin-framed glasses he wore whenever he worked on the computer.

      His wardrobe consisted of an assortment of dress shirts and ties. She was certain he simply went to the department store and picked up the pre-packaged combinations because she’d seen the color groupings on the shelves herself. Christian wasn’t the sort of guy who’d waste any more time than necessary shopping. He’d get in, get what he needed and get the hell out. It was one of the things she liked best about him. He didn’t waffle or waver when it came to work either. He analyzed a situation, ran through some problem-solving techniques, and then he fixed the problem.

      Christian mumbled something about the spammer from hell. She grinned, used to him making comments under his breath whenever he was annoyed. Then her gaze lingered. The best part about Christian was the one thing she suspected no one else had ever noticed. His lips. While they were sort of thin, he made up for it when he smiled. His grins took over his entire face, raising his cheeks, drawing laugh lines by his eyes, painting on an expression that never failed to take her breath away.

      He was usually serious when they were working, his brow creased in concentration, so she always felt lucky whenever he sent one of those full-face smiles her way. He was a nice, friendly guy to everyone at work, but there was something about the way he looked at her that made her warm and fuzzy inside. His smiles reminded her of going home, putting on comfy clothes, crawling under a fleece blanket and having Barney curl up on her lap. That time of night was the best part of her day and Christian’s smiles produced that same feeling of warmth, peace, blissfulness.

      “How was your New Year’s Eve party, Shell?”

      She blinked rapidly, feeling her face heat up when she realized that despite her efforts not to, she had indeed been staring at Christian. God, the last thing she wanted to do was make him feel uneasy around her. She turned her focus back to her monitor. “It was okay. Not sure I’d call it a party. Just did a happy hour with some wine and my girlfriends from the townhouse complex.”

      “Yeah, well, that sounds like Mardi Gras compared to my celebration.”

      Shelly couldn’t resist stealing another peek at Christian. Usually when they chatted like this, neither of them looked at each other. They were both pretty good at multi-tasking, managing to answer emails, run virus scans and countless other things, all while talking.

      The difference this time was they weren’t discussing work, but personal things. Shelly recalled the list of conversation topics she’d generated with Georgie, Zoey and Josie yesterday at lunch. They’d laughed ’til they cried over some of the suggestions, and Shelly—much to Josie’s amusement—had taken notes, recording the serious ones. Shelly didn’t take offense at her friend’s teasing, especially when, as they were leaving the restaurant, Josie had asked her to make a copy of the list for her. Discussing weekend and holiday happenings was at the top of the list and now Christian was giving her an opening.

      “What did you do?”

      She was surprised when he took his eyes away from the computer to face her as he answered. “I ordered a pizza, polished off the better part of a six-pack of Coronas and fell asleep on the couch around ten.”

      “Seriously?”

      He chuckled at her shocked tone. “You expected me to do more?”

      She honestly didn’t know what she thought. They never shared details about what they did when they left here. Shelly had known about his ex-girlfriend only because he’d kept the woman’s picture on his desk and she’d overheard phone calls, where the two of them would discuss dinner plans or other mundane things like car trouble, needing to do laundry and stuff like that. When she thought about it, Shelly realized most of the things she knew about Christian, she’d learned more through osmosis than actual conversation.

      “Yeah,” she admitted. “I guess I did. I would have pegged you as the type to head out for some bar crawl, drinking, dancing, and then finding a pretty girl to kiss at midnight.”

      His expression confused her, but Shelly was accustomed to that. She’d never had a boyfriend. Not one. In her entire life. So when it came to understanding what guys thought or felt she was completely blind. Stupid and inexperienced.

      Christian tilted his head. “I’m not a fan of any of those things you just said.”

      She leaned back in her chair, her words falling out before she considered what she was saying. “Bars? Dancing? Kissing?” She blushed when the last question fell out and a light went on in her head. This was why she didn’t indulge in small talk. She was really bad at it.

      Christian laughed loudly, the sound so happy, Shelly smiled despite her embarrassment.

      “I stand corrected. I’m not fond of bars and dancing, but the kissing is a different matter.”

      She lowered her eyes to her hands. “I’m sorry. That was a personal question.”

      “No, it wasn’t.”

      She twisted her hands, wondering how she could extract herself from this conversation. Maybe if she just started working, he’d follow suit. She’d stay quiet the rest of the morning and hopefully by this afternoon, they could forge on like normal.

      Dammit.

      No.

      Georgie’s words echoed in her head. Any time you feel like pulling a Shelly, pretend you’re one of us.

      Shelly considered going with some Georgie-style outlandish comment, but realized there was no way she could pull that off. So instead, she tried to channel her inner-Josie. Unfortunately, her mind went blank, the list of things she could talk about gone.

      Think.

      Think.

      Christian saved her. “Shelly, look at me.”

      Her gaze lifted at his firm tone and her chest tightened with something that felt nothing like nervousness and everything like desire. Given Josie’s resolution to have wild, kinky sex during every full moon this year, Shelly guessed at least some part of her pretending was working. While she couldn’t think of a damn thing to say, she had managed to actually feel like Josie. She was hot and horny.

      Great.

      Because that didn’t make things even more awkward.

      Christian was looking at her. “Go to lunch with me today.”

      Unlike the previous times he’d made the lunch request, this time he hadn’t invited her. Instead, his words felt like a demand. One that had her body responding completely inappropriately. Her chest—and nipples—felt tight, her pussy tingled and her palms were suddenly damp, sweaty. Insecure Shelly reared her ugly head, leaving self-assured Josie in the dust.

      “Why?” She winced at the question, then cringed when she realized he was still looking at her.

      “Because I want to get to know you better.”

      “Why?”

      He gave her a crooked grin. “I did a little reflecting on my life over the holidays. Isn’t that what New Year’s Eve is about? Resolutions and all that crap?”

      She nodded. She’d done the same evaluation.

      “I’ve become set in my ways since Elaine and I broke up. I work long hours here, then head home to a dinner for one and a little bit of TV before I go to sleep and wake up to do it all over again.”

      “That routine sounds familiar.”

      His smile faded a bit, replaced by something that looked a lot like understanding. “Yeah, I’m sure it does. You and I have a lot in common. I was hoping maybe this year we could help each other break some bad habits.”

      “By going out to lunch?”

      He lifted one shoulder casually. “For a start. Then maybe we could graduate to dinner. And if we ever get a wild hair, we could hit one of those bars and do a little dancing too.”

      Shelly wasn’t sure how to respond. Was Christian asking her out as a friend or were these invitations supposed to be dates? She dismissed that insanity the second it popped into her mind. Christian was a confident, intelligent guy who could get any woman he wanted. She’d seen the picture of Elaine on his desk—a petite redhead with big blue eyes and perfect body. Shelly wasn’t his type.

      So obviously he was simply asking for her friendship. She nodded slowly. She could do that. She’d actually like doing that. After a lifetime spent alone on the outer fringes, it might be fun to have a friend who was a guy.

      Besides, Shelly was a master at controlling her emotions, pushing her desires down so deeply, they didn’t have a chance of creeping out and hurting her. She’d had plenty of time to come to terms with her crush on Christian and the fact nothing would ever come of it. A line in a song from Wicked wove its way into her mind. It was a simple lyric, but one that had stuck with her ever since her mother had taken her to see the play on her twenty-first birthday. It helped her stay grounded.

      I’m not that girl.

      She’d never be that girl, the one who turned a handsome man’s head and made him think of wicked kisses and hot sex. She was destined to be just a friend.

      Releasing a long sigh, she resigned herself to her role and feigned a smile. “That all sounds great.” Even as she spoke the words, her stomach twisted—with nervousness.

      Regardless of what these outings meant to him, she’d just agreed to go out to lunch with Christian. What the hell were they supposed to talk about? Once more, her mind whirled over the list she’d made with the girls. They’d already covered the holiday happenings. It sounded like neither of them had much more of interest to add to that topic.

      Shelly turned her attention back to her computer, clicking through a few scans, the activity so familiar to her, it didn’t require any thought. Once she finished the mundane, she’d start plowing through the list of help-desk tickets in her inbox. She needed time to think. Part of her was tempted to excuse herself to the restroom with her phone so she could call Georgie, but she knew her friend well enough to know whatever advice she offered was bound to suggest Shelly flirt—yeah right—and drop some sexual innuendoes into the conversation. Shelly wouldn’t know a sexual innuendo if it bit her in the ass.

      Oh wait…maybe that was one.

      Shelly snorted softly at that thought, causing Christian to glance her way.

      “You okay?”

      She tried to cover up her mirth with a cough. “Um…fighting a cold.”

      Christian nodded, but his smile made her think he didn’t believe her. Heat suffused her cheeks, so she ducked her head, trying to hide the blush from him. She counted to ten, willing the color to die down. Then she glanced back at her computer monitor and opened the Internet. She Googled How to stop blushing.

      Amazingly enough, there were sites devoted to addressing the problem. Nice to know she wasn’t the only flushing fool in the world. Unfortunately, the suggestions ranged from accepting that she couldn’t change an unconscious reaction to trying to direct the flow of blood to her hands by imagining standing by an open fire. Seriously?

      She closed the tab. Forget it. Christian had been around her long enough that chances were good he didn’t even notice her blushing any more. After all, he’d seen her bright red cheeks more than her natural color over the past few years. Maybe he thought fire-engine red was her natural complexion.

      God. She was pathetic.

      

      Christian snuck covert glances at Shelly throughout the course of the morning. Whenever he wasn’t watching her, he was staring at the clock and willing lunch hour to hurry up and arrive. Part of him expected Shelly to come up with an excuse to back out. She’d even faked that cough and pretended to be getting sick. Then a few minutes ago, she’d muttered something about a mistake someone had made in one of the smaller branches while uploading new software. She’d told him it would likely take her the rest of the week to fix. He merely nodded, not willing to give her an out on their lunch date.

      He’d asked Shelly out consistently for nearly four months. Every single time, she’d turned him down. He hadn’t lied to her about making a resolution over the holidays. He just hadn’t been forthright about exactly what it was. Essentially, he was determined to pursue a relationship with her. He understood the potential hazards of dipping his toe in the office pool, but common sense had vanished, leaving him alone with only infatuation and desire. He’d become addicted to the pretty shade of pink that colored Shelly’s cheeks and he was determined to produce the same hue—in the bedroom—maybe even on her other cheeks.

      They’d worked together for nearly six months before Shelly’s shyness faded enough to allow her true personality to shine through. Since then, he’d learned she was intelligent, sweet and funny. He knew she was a bit self-conscious about her weight, but what woman wasn’t? The truth was Shelly was pretty in an adorable, cuddly sort of way. Her blonde hair hung to her shoulders in fluffy waves he ached to touch. It was always shiny and he longed to see if it was as soft as it looked.
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