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      Accidents happen. So does marriage.
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        * * *

      

      Struggling businessman Burke Carver can’t get Jill Armstrong out of his mind. She’s smart and intriguing, and a year ago they had a fun night at a conference—a night he can’t fully recall. With his company’s profits starting to slide, he knows he doesn’t have time for a relationship but he’s still tempted to look her up…

      Only he won’t have to.

      Jill Armstrong needs to talk to the handsome and brilliant CEO, Burke Carver. A year ago he made it clear he was happy to date her for an evening but not partner their businesses. Well, it seems they partnered more than they’d planned on because her bank just approved her latest business expansion loan—all because of her husband Burke’s stellar credit rating.

      The problem is, neither of them remember their wedding but there’s a marriage certificate on file that has them and their business assets linked. Can these accidental “newlyweds” find a way to band together and strengthen their companies or will they miss out on the happily ever after fate may have tossed their way?
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      Want more Veils and Vows? Check out Jean’s newsletter at www.jeanoram.com/FREEBOOK and her full book list at www.jeanoram.com/books.
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      While I was dreaming up this series the idea of someone getting married accidentally and not recalling it captured my imagination (and made me laugh). And, for me, the idea of finding love in an unexpected place is equally appealing as I believe that’s the beauty of love—you never know where and when it will happen, and with whom.

      I had a lot of fun writing Burke and Jill’s unexpected love story and I hope you enjoy it as well.
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        Happy reading,

        Jean Oram

        Alberta, Canada 2018
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      Jill Armstrong swiped a damp hand down her skirt and took a deep breath. She pulled on the glass door to the building’s workout room. Locked.

      Another roadblock in her plan. She should just go home. Pretend she’d never found out about the document in her hand. Pretend she’d never come here to try and tell Burke Carver.

      A skinny security guard approached Jill from the other side of the locked door and frowned at her attire—heels and a skirt. No visitor badge.

      Burke, who she could see on a treadmill about thirty feet beyond the door, would surely notice if the security guard tossed her out.

      Stick to the plan and there would be no disasters. That’s the way life worked. She’d fallen to the siren call of spontaneity last April and now look. Disaster.

      Jill made an unlocking motion with her hand, and the security guard raised his pale eyebrows. He made a sweeping motion, indicating that if she wanted in, she needed an access card. She repeated her motion. The man’s shoulders moved as though he was heaving a tremendous sigh over her stubbornness.

      She rattled the door. “Let me in.”

      The security guard cracked it a few inches. “You need an access card to enter.”

      “I’m here to see Burke Carver.” Jill pressed a hand against the door’s cool glass, stepping forward.

      A few weeks ago she had been delighted when the bank finally approved her latest application for a business loan—until she realized why. It had had everything to do with Burke Carver, the man who’d refused to consider a partnership with her small company a mere ten months ago.

      Jill held the large manila envelope against her chest and surreptitiously wiped a palm against her skirt once again. She had a pretty good feeling Burke would remember her, but she wasn’t as certain he’d recall the way their few drinks in the conference hotel bar had culminated in the disaster currently tucked inside her envelope. Although it was possible he recalled more than she did. But if he had, they surely would have had this upcoming talk almost a year ago.

      She was confident he was going to believe she’d been playing him. And even worse, she’d gained weight in the past few months and no longer had the slim build he tended to gravitate toward and he… No, it didn’t matter what he thought. She just needed him to do his part to make their little problem go away. Quickly.

      “No access card, no admittance,” the guard said nervously.

      “Trust me,” she replied, tone firm. “He’ll want to see me, and he will have your head if he learns I came all this way only to be sent home.” It was only two hours from her hometown of Blueberry Springs to the city of Dakota, but it wasn’t that often that she made the trek.

      The man slowly stepped away from the door and Jill smiled curtly while pushing past. The workout room smelled of disinfectant, warm bodies and machines, reminding her of the hours she’d spent in the basement workout area with her father as a teen. Her twin sister, meanwhile, had spent her time upstairs with their mother learning how to curl hair and apply makeup.

      Across the workout area, Burke was still on the treadmill, his body moving in a fluid, captivating way. His calf muscles rippled as they propelled him forward on the machine, his hair flopping as he landed before pushing off again, moving at a pace that would surely leave most people winded.

      Jill strode over, trying to ignore how her reflection was following her across the room in the long panel of mirrors to her right.

      Burke was laughing with a woman on the neighboring elliptical machine. She barely had an ounce of body fat, her hair was in a perfect, smooth ponytail, her makeup not at all impacted by her workout…because she wasn’t even sweating.

      How was that possible? Then again, Jill had once looked like that—and her twin sister still did, as she hadn’t gained the same ten pounds Jill had over the past few months. Okay, fifteen after an ice cream binge.

      “Burke?” His name came out sharply, and he turned, eyes narrowed. His even, powerful stride faltered. He quickly regained his rhythm, legs pumping.

      “We need to talk,” Jill said.

      His open expression had changed, shadowing his face. This was where he said no. “Make an appointment.”

      Frustration and anger pounded inside Jill and she reached over to slap the treadmill’s emergency stop. The machine came to a quick halt.

      “I said we need to talk.”

      His gaze traveled to her gut and she instinctively sucked in. Less than a year ago they’d shared a million laughs, dinner, drinks, his room. And more, according to the document she was holding. But she was not a new mom looking for her partner to pay up.

      Burke’s gaze had flicked to the security guard, who was standing behind Jill. She shot the nervous man a dirty look and he backed up a step, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

      “You’ll want to see this,” Jill said, as Burke restarted the machine.

      “I’m not taking proposals right now.” He was just about up to his previous pace again. “Excuse me, I’m working out.”

      “Fine.” Jill moved to the vacant treadmill on the far side of Burke and used it for support as she shucked off her heels. She stepped onto the machine, placing her envelope in the magazine holder.

      “What are you doing?” Burke asked.

      “Joining you.”

      He stared at her while she started the machine.

      This was such a horrible idea. Absolutely horrible. She’d been too busy to work out much over the past year and she was going to be sweaty and panting within thirty seconds. Not to mention what she was about to do to her sister’s borrowed pantyhose.

      “Here,” Burke stated. “Wearing that? Just so you can speak to me?” There was a twinkle of something in his eyes. Reluctant respect for her moxie, perhaps? He had reacted to that in the past—and she’d found that powerfully heady.

      “Yes,” she said primly. The machine was going too fast and she had to jog to get her feet back under her as she worked to control the speed. “If your secretary was a bit more helpful…” She paused to suck in a breath. “I could have made an appointment—” she exhaled “—where we could discuss this in an office like civilized adults.”

      Oh, man. She was already panting.

      “So your stalkerish harassment isn’t a coincidence?” he said, his tone dry.

      “There’s no such thing as coincidence.” Coincidences were like a Trojan horse. They looked like a gift to get you to let your guard down, then they led to nothing but disasters. Plans were the only things you should trust.

      Burke stopped his machine and flicked a white towel over his shoulder. He was watching her again, his gaze back on her belly.

      “Let’s talk somewhere more private.” He gave the woman he’d been chatting with earlier a nod, then without a word began walking away. Jill scrambled to follow, hustling to reclaim her abandoned heels.

      Burke was moving swiftly through the maze of clanking weight machines and she caught up just as he opened a stairwell door.

      As the door closed behind her, he turned, arms crossed. The concrete landing suddenly felt too small, too closed in.

      “Hi,” she said breathlessly. His gaze was traveling over her slowly, noting changes, perhaps. “I didn’t have a baby, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      He shot her a sharp look. He turned, walking up the flight of stairs, his hands clenched around each end of his towel. “Tell your friend Emma Carrington I said hello. You can also tell her my decision hasn’t changed since last year, despite her recommendation.”

      Emma had set up the meeting between them at the conference, her name opening the door for Jill, who ran a small botanical business. She’d been hoping to partner with Burke’s large online store that specialized in eco-friendly clothing. Jill had hoped he’d agree to feature her products as add-on items.

      She had been small potatoes, according to him. She got that, she did. But he hadn’t even looked at her growth plan.

      She lowered her voice. “I’m here about something else. Something more…personal.”

      Burke turned to face her and she swallowed, feeling suddenly as though the enclosed stairwell was way too warm. His look had intensified, bringing out his handsomeness. The sharp lines of his jaw strengthened; his dark brown eyes turned practically black. Without a word he began taking the stairs upward, two at a time. She took her time following him, trying to prevent her heart from blasting out of her chest. She’d needed a week to summon the courage to come here, and she’d only done so because she knew it would be worse in the long run if she didn’t.

      One floor up, Burke held open the massive door to his company offices, letting her pass. Then he led her through a large open area dotted with thriving potted plants and streaming with natural light that filtered through the large offices that were glassed in along the outer walls. No flickering fluorescent lights, just sunshine and the odd soft LED floor lamp to brighten a sitting area or work area. Desks speckled the edges of the space, Jill noted, with several offices off to the left and right, and one large one straight ahead. Just about everyone looked up with a smile, ready to wave, until they caught their boss’s expression.

      Wordlessly, Burke strode into the large office, saying over his shoulder, “Close the door.”

      He sat in a bamboo executive chair with worn cushions and faced her, fingers pressed in a steeple like he was about to give thanks, his eyes boring through her with that familiar intensity.

      Jill took the chair across from him and nervously handed him the envelope. Nothing but the whir of his computer fan filled the silence as he looked at the vital records document.

      As he skimmed it, she braced herself for what would surely be an explosion.
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      Married.

      He was married? To Jill Armstrong.

      No, he would most certainly remember that.

      “Is this your idea of a joke?” Burke rose from his desk, his mind running through the possible implications of the marriage certificate being valid. None of them were good. He was betting that if this was real there wasn’t a prenuptial agreement.

      He’d fought for this company through one divorce and won. He wasn’t going to lose it now.

      He placed his hands on his desk and leaned forward, snapping, “Is it?”

      Across the desk, Jill’s eyes were wide, her head mutely shaking back and forth.

      He tried to rein in his rage, but found control was out of reach. He swept a hand down his face, collecting sweat from his workout. He had a meeting with a potential, much-needed financial backer in fifteen minutes. He’d planned to finish his run, shower, and arrive fresh with a clear mind.

      Not…this.

      He had trusted Jill. She was smart, strong, and he’d been certain she understood what he was willing and able to offer, and that she was not in need of anything more. He’d always been careful, choosing women who were happy to stand on their own two feet and didn’t want or need a relationship or text the next day. Women who only wanted him to help burn off their stress.

      No strings. No commitments.

      And no flipping marriage. Didn’t she know the rules?

      No, she was playing an entirely different game. He hadn’t partnered his business with hers last April, so she’d gotten him drunk and married him. Now she was here to claim her marital assets.

      Man, he was a fool. He’d admired the way she hadn’t taken the rejection of her business proposal personally, and he’d even considered looking her up since then. The night after her pitch they’d accidentally ended up sharing a few shots of tequila in the conference hotel bar, in the middle of a wedding party that was taking place around them, luring them to join in with the celebrations.

      He’d woken up the next morning with a massive headache, his memory full of blanks, and an empty bed. After a few months of silence, he’d assumed everything was cool.

      Obviously, it wasn’t.

      Something huge had gone down during that blank spot in his memory. Something bigger than waking up to find a puzzling, one-inch-long comma tattooed to the inside of his right wrist.

      But now he wasn’t so sure she hadn’t taken things personally that night. She’d found a way to partner with him, after all. Why, though, had she waited this long to tell him? What trap had she laid in order to take advantage of him?

      And married? How on earth had she convinced him to say those two little words of marital agreement that he never planned on uttering again for as long as he lived? He’d proved he wasn’t capable of marriage and all that went with it, and he wasn’t the kind of man who needed to learn his lessons more than once.

      “I’ve already looked into an annulment,” she said quietly, ignoring his outburst.

      His mind stopped.

      Annulment? She wanted to pretend this had never happened?

      “Good,” he said, easing back in his chair. “You know, I remember every night of my life except that one.” He cleared his throat and sat forward again. “But what matters is how we fix this—quickly and quietly. How do we get this marriage considered invalid?”

      A married man, one who was the founder and owner of an ethical, green company, did not take the governor’s daughter to a ball, as he had a few weeks ago.

      It didn’t matter that it had been a business move—he’d been seeking corporate tax breaks and Governor Martinez had suggested they talk at the event. Burke had agreed. Then there had been the issue of a ticket. But it turned out his daughter, who was in need of a date, had an extra.

      The press had acted like there was something between the two of them, despite Burke telling Autumn he wasn’t interested in a relationship. But the media attention had made her eyes dance. He hadn’t been able to shake her ever since.

      Reporters would go nuts if they found out that he, a man who never committed, had been married the whole time. Especially to a woman whose curves could rival that of a racetrack. Dangerous. He didn’t recall her being so curvy the last time he’d seen her, and his eyes kept being drawn to the dip in her waist before the flare of her hips. Her shapely legs.

      “There is a slight hitch,” Jill said, drawing his attention back to their conversation.

      Burke froze, then wiped a hand across his mouth, but the feeling that he’d lost control of something very important didn’t go away.

      “What do you mean?” he croaked.

      “As you know, I’m looking to expand my business.” Jill was avoiding his gaze and his right leg began jiggling with pent-up energy.

      “So am I.” He’d put nearly every asset the company owned—as well as his own—behind their latest push for growth.

      “I applied for a loan.”

      He nodded. So had he. And yesterday it had been denied—a move that puzzled the company’s accountant. The team at Sustain This, Honey, had taken a calculated risk by financially extending themselves, knowing that with the right moves they’d make that money back in a conservative six months, if not sooner.

      They counted on him to personally create a financial bridge that he’d unexpectedly been unable to raise. That meant he needed to go into his next meeting fresh, calm and on top of his game, so the potential investor felt confident in stepping up. And Jill and her marriage problem wasn’t helping him stay calm and collected.

      She studiously kept her eyes trained on the edge of Burke’s desk, then the wall to his right, which was coated with whiteboard paint where he’d written out their growth plan’s timeline.

      Jill spoke, her tone even. “They approved the loan based on my husband’s credit rating.”

      Burke’s mind stopped working as he processed the statement.

      Husband’s credit rating.

      Husband.

      That was him.

      His credit.

      His recently denied loan application was because of her?

      No. That—this—had to be a nightmare.

      “Burke?” Jill asked gently. Her tentative, but curious tone brought him back to the conference hotel bar where they’d spent hours chatting. He’d been sitting alone in the boisterous pub, thinking over the day, and had turned to see who was speaking to him. The lights had been behind her, giving her dark hair depth. Someone had popped a confetti bomb to celebrate the partying bride and groom, and Jill had jumped forward, landing in the V between his legs, her palms, hot and sure, pressing against his thighs as she’d steadied herself. She’d laughed it off, embarrassed by her overreaction to the loud crack, but the contact had sent a shiver down his spine. A shiver of longing.

      As she repeated his name now, in his office, that same anticipatory shiver ran through him again like a conditioned response.

      Longing. Longing for his wife.

      Married.

      No, not him. No way.

      Not trapped.

      Not again.

      A funnel of rage whipped through him.

      “Get out.” He came around his desk. He didn’t want to even think about the level of deceit she’d gone to in order to get that loan. “And pay back the loan immediately.”

      He reached for the door, stopping when she stuttered, “I—I can’t.”

      “You took it, you pay it. You did not have my authority, and I will sue you into the ground for this, you hear me?”

      He was losing control.

      Of his emotions, of his company.

      If she defaulted, everything would be lost. People depended upon him. He had a staff of twenty-five just outside that office door, people who trusted him not to mess up, not to let his grip slip. And somehow he had. The personal loan he’d counted on to help the company was now out of reach.

      Tears streaked down Jill’s cheeks as she snatched the document from his desk.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded.

      “I paid for this copy. It’s mine.” She swiped at her wet cheeks, her spine straight. Her chin was jutting out and she looked fierce even with the tears.

      But the tears. He didn’t expect someone like her to be reduced by his sharp tone.

      She’d used him, hadn’t she? Used him to get the loan, so she could expand when he hadn’t allowed her to partner with Sustain This, Honey. And now she was using tears to try and soften him.

      Jill was babbling at high speed. “I swear I didn’t know, Burke. I wouldn’t have transferred it to my vendors. It wasn’t until Wini—the loan manager—was teasing me weeks later about keeping a secret husband that…” She paused to gulp, steadying herself. “I’m so sorry, Burke. I really am. It was so embarrassing and confusing. I’ll fix this. I promise.”

      He studied her, feeling uncertain by the depth of her emotion. But he couldn’t trust her, could he? The tears could be fake. This could have all been orchestrated.

      “Just tell me where to show up for this annulment.”
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      Jill let herself into the judge’s chambers. One annulment coming up. One loan to be paid back as outlined in the plan she’d emailed Burke a few days ago.

      Plan set. Life soon to be back on track.

      Burke was already sitting across from the judge’s desk, his jaw hard, muscles twitching with pent-up emotion. He was handsome. And very, very angry.

      Angry enough to actually sue her? He wouldn’t sue his accidental wife, would he?

      Jill pulled the second visitor’s chair a few feet beyond his reach and sat down.

      He was intimidating in his dark power suit, and she was glad she’d taken the time to put on a wool skirt and silk blouse, even if they were a tad too tight.

      “Jill Armstrong?” the judge asked as she entered the room, her robe flowing behind her. She was tall, her expression severe. She exuded a no-nonsense attitude. In other words, she was perfect.

      Jill stood. “Present.”

      The judge’s mouth twitched in amusement. “And you are Burke Carver, correct?” she asked him.

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “We’re here to annul your marriage?”

      Burke spoke for them. “I don’t recall marrying Jill. She drugged me. The marriage and all goings-on, as well as marital entitlements, are therefore null.”

      The judge raised her eyebrows as she seated herself.

      “I did not drug you!” Jill said with a gasp. And they’d already settled things in regards to neither of them requesting any ‘marital entitlements’ from the union.

      “You may be seated,” the judge told Jill. “Burke, you were under the influence when you took your vows?”

      “Yes. My consent should be considered⁠—”

      “Jill? Were you under the influence?”

      She nodded. “I assume so. I don’t recall the ceremony.”

      “That makes things easy,” the judge said, closing the file folder that had been open on her desk.

      “She’s meddling with my business,” Burke said, “and I would like to reserve the right to sue her.”

      Jill gasped again, and added hotly, “I am not meddling and there is no reason to sue me.”

      Without facing her, he said, “Explain the loan you haven’t paid back. The one you obtained through deception. The one where you borrowed against my credit, and without my signature.”

      Jill shrank in her chair. “That was a mistake, and I emailed you a schedule for paying it back.”

      “How did she borrow money without your knowledge?” the judge asked, leaning forward, pen poised.

      Burke fumed. “I don’t know.”

      “Did you forge his signature, Jill?” the judge prompted. “Was he a cosigner?”

      “No. It was an honest mistake made by my bank when they checked my credit rating and found I was married,” Jill squeaked. “Please, can we just annul our marriage?”

      “Now that you have my money, sure, why not?” Burke grumbled, arms stiffly crossed.

      “It’s not like that,” Jill said tightly. “And it’s not like one little loan against your credit rating is going to break you until I get it paid off.”

      “I have mouths to feed.”

      “You have children?” she asked, sitting back in surprise.

      “You withheld this knowledge from Ms. Armstrong?”

      “Employees,” Burke said sharply. “They have children. Families. Medical needs. Mortgages. Tuition payments.”

      “Are you cohabiting?” the judge asked.

      “No. Never,” Jill said, fingers interlaced in her lap.

      “Did you consummate your marriage?” the judge asked.

      “I don’t know,” Jill said, feeling flustered by the personal question and Burke’s attitude. Was he really thinking of suing her? “And I didn’t borrow that much money.”

      “You don’t recall the consummation?” The judge seemed amused. “Have you ever woken up together?”

      Jill nodded. “Yes, once. And I gave him a schedule for paying back the loan.”

      “The next morning she just left,” Burke said. “Didn’t even tell me we were married.”

      “Was I supposed to stick around for breakfast? And for the record, I don’t recall our marriage any more than you do.”

      “So you consummated the marriage?” the judge confirmed.

      Jill shifted uncomfortably. “Yes.”

      She had flashes of memory of her and Burke. Of kisses that seared her soul, so hot she could barely breathe just thinking about them and the way his mouth had trailed over her skin. She was certain that had been after committing themselves to each other, as when she’d awoken in the cocoon of warmth of his arms, the alarm clock said five thirty. She’d quietly collected her things, including her three-page business proposal, which had been resting on top of her dress in its brown envelope. She’d folded it up, stuffing it in the nearest hallway trash can on her way to the elevator, impressed that she’d managed to stay in possession of the papers all night.

      She now realized it likely hadn’t been her proposal, but instead their marriage certificate, which, according to her research, had been issued from the late night chapel on Shalina Avenue, just a few blocks from the conference. A chapel where, she’d then confirmed, they had indeed been married—at three in the morning.

      “Normally being under the influence would be grounds for an annulment, but this is a uniquely messy situation,” the judge informed them. “I can’t grant your request. You need to apply for a divorce.”

      “What?” Burke sprang from his chair. “I need her out of my life and out of my business before she takes everything. This marriage is her fault and it’s not fair that I should be punished for it.”

      “I am not the only person who said ‘I do,’” Jill declared, standing to face him.

      “I would never agree to marry you. You had to have drugged me.”

      “I’ve had enough.” Jill scooped up her purse, afraid she was going to cry. Her first husband had been a piece of work and years ago she’d wasted enough big fat tears over him. She wasn’t going to do that over some man who was nothing more than a drunken mistake.

      “I don’t deserve your attacks,” she said, tipping her chin up, “just because you’re feeling scared because I made you feel something that night.” She jabbed him in the chest. They had laughed all evening. She still remembered that. Their heads tipped together, the look in his eyes... It had been heady, and it had felt right. Enough that they’d let go of their hang-ups and gotten hitched.

      That wasn’t all her fault. He was just as much to blame.

      She thanked the judge and stalked into the hall, slinging her bag’s strap over her shoulder.

      “You planned this all along, didn’t you?” he shouted after her, hurrying to catch up. “Marry me, act like it’s all ‘oops’ and take what you want, then discard me like I never mattered.”

      Jill whirled, arms flung out to show him he couldn’t intimidate her. “You use women. You look down on businesses smaller than yours. You used me. And you messed up my life.”

      “Your life? What about mine?”

      “Was there something to mess up?” she asked coolly. “Your socialite of the week is upset to find out she’s been kissing a married man?”

      “You’re—you’re…” Burke was shaking his finger, at a loss for words. Some man she’d married. He couldn’t even look her in the eye.

      “I’m what?” she spat.

      “Your blouse is unbuttoned.”

      She looked down and clasped her hands over her exposed bra. The top two buttons across her chest had come undone in her outburst, revealing enough lingerie to be inappropriate in any setting outside a strip club or a photo shoot for undergarments. She furiously tried to fix her shirt, but one of the buttons was missing. Holding a hand over the gaping fabric, she faced Burke with burning cheeks.

      “I have flashes of memory…” She tried to put words to the question she needed to ask, despite her deep humiliation. “Do I have to worry about STDs?”

      “I use protection. In fact, I insist on it. And I don’t sleep around nearly as much as you believe.”

      “Was there a used condom in the room?”

      Burke’s lips were moving in a silent tirade. Finally he said, “Seriously?”

      “I deserve an answer.”

      “I always use protection, Jill.”

      “Good.” She turned and began walking again.

      When would she ever learn? Make a plan, stick to the plan. Don’t let spontaneity or charming men woo you. That was a recipe for ruined goals. Her ex, Hayes Hayward, had swept into her life like one wonderful coincidence. He was hot. He was smart. And he liked her—not her twin sister, Jodi. Not only that, he knew the restaurant business as well as accounting, and was more than happy to help out while sweeping her off her feet.

      Everything had seemed absolutely perfect until a few months after their marriage, when he’d unceremoniously left. Not just with her heart, but with a stockpile of cash that had been supposed to be going toward the bills to keep the doors of The Café in Blueberry Springs open. She’d been embarrassed and horrified at how easily she’d been had. In one fell swoop she’d lost her job, her sister’s job, her marriage, her trust, her reputation and so much more.

      With the help from local police officer and friend Scott Malone, she’d caught up with Hayes. After a little persuasion from Scott—who’d sworn her to secrecy over what he’d threatened on her behalf—the money was returned. All but thirty thousand, which she’d ended up raising on her own to pay the café owners. They hadn’t kept the restaurant open, though, saying it wasn’t worth the headache any longer.

      It had been years since that mess with Hayes where he’d made her look like a trusting fool. Jill had worked hard to correct her image around Blueberry Springs, and she wasn’t going to give Burke the chance to add another blemish to it. She was going to quietly divorce him and move on, not add another juicy tidbit to the gossip mill. Not this time.

      “What was I thinking, marrying you and then consummating it?” she muttered, her own self-loathing creating a wave of nausea.

      “I’m good in bed,” Burke said defensively, falling into step beside her.

      “Not good enough that I can actually remember.”

      Liar.

      She remembered a lot of it. A lot. And it had all been good. Really good.

      She hid her smile as she saw him fighting with himself, resisting the urge to react to the arrow she’d sent straight at his ego.

      Instead, he slipped out of his suit jacket and awkwardly tried to slide it around her shoulders as she walked.

      She shrugged it away. “What are you doing?”

      He sighed. “Just take it. I’m not the worst person you could have married.”

      “That has yet to be proven.” His comments in the chambers, as well as about possibly suing her, still stung.

      She didn’t want his jacket, but he was already helping her into it, forcing her to stop moving as he carefully did up the buttons for her. The tender gesture was confusing after his sharp words, and the comforting warmth of his jacket dampened her eyes. She made sure she looked down until she had her emotions back under control.

      When she finally glanced up, there was a softness in his gaze that appeared apologetic.

      “I’m going to burn this jacket when I get home,” she said, lifting her chin. “I hope you know that.”

      To her surprise, he laughed. “You’re an awful wife.”

      “And you’re a worse husband.”

      “Then there’s nowhere for us to go but up.”
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        * * *

      

      Burke felt like the world’s biggest heel. He’d been raised by his aunt to be a better man than one who shouted at women and made them feel horrible. And in public, no less.

      If Aunt Maggie heard about how he’d treated Jill back there, she’d have his ear pinched in her grip so fast it hurt just thinking about it.

      The stress had to be getting to him. His quest for market expansion being blocked by Jill, and her inability to immediately free up his credit, was making him twitch. His team had invested heavily in creating valuable momentum and now it would all be for nothing. Lost.

      He had to find an answer and it was most definitely not marriage. That was never the answer. Women left. And when they did, they had a tendency to take down everything around them, like an angry kitten with a vendetta against draperies and glass vases. Absolute and total destruction.

      What had he been thinking, uttering “I do”?

      “Let’s find a divorce lawyer,” he said, moving forward to hold the outer courthouse door for Jill, letting the February cold into the building in the process. She strode out on high heels that made her hips sway seductively. At least his suit jacket—the one she was intent on burning—was covering her, so he’d be less likely to become distracted and forget what he was supposed to be doing.

      “I forgot my coat.” She turned suddenly and he bumped into her, his hands going to her waist as her fingers dug into his shoulders for balance. He had a flash of memory of her bright eyes meeting his in the dim light of his hotel room. It was a good feeling that washed over him, one of contentment.

      He clung to the shard of memory, willing his mind to bring forward more. It did.

      He was on his back, smooth sheets beneath him. Jill was smiling, her long dark hair brushing his chest, his hands on her warm waist, her cool fingers resting on his shoulders.

      It was she who had been haunting his dreams for the past several months, causing him to wake with a muddled mind over what was memory and what was fantasy.

      Sweet and strong, unpredictable Jill.

      Most one-night stands didn’t leave him feeling like he had that next morning.

      Most one-night stands also didn’t leave him married.

      He quickly stepped back from her, brushing off the collision with an apology. He caught sight of the judge, already out of her robe, briefcase in hand as she headed home for the night. She gave him a sly smile full of meaning. She thought there was something between him and Jill?

      Well, there wasn’t.

      And he could guarantee there never would be, because she had the power to destroy everything that mattered to him.

      They returned to the coat check, hurriedly claiming their belongings. Jill went to unbutton his suit jacket so she could return it to him, shifting away to try and hide her wrecked blouse from a school group that was milling about underfoot as their teacher tried to organize them and the stack of coats retrieved by the attendant.

      “Keep it for now,” Burke said gruffly. “Let’s go.”

      She pushed her hands into the sleeves of her winter jacket and followed him out.

      But once free of the building, at the bottom of the concrete steps, Jill made a sharp right turn, leaving him behind.

      “Hey!” He held up his arms as if to say “What the heck, woman?”

      She turned, her look impatient. “Well? Are we getting a divorce or not?” She pointed to a sign across the street. Big red letters that said Divorce Lawyer were hanging over a glass-fronted business.

      “That’ll do.”

      They jaywalked, the late February sun weak, but welcome after a dark and bitter January. He’d planned on holding the door for Jill, but she beat him to it, holding it for him instead.

      “I got it.” There was no way he was walking through that door before her.

      “Now you’re the gentleman again?”

      “You’re still wearing my jacket, aren’t you?”

      “Oh, so that makes your earlier unkind words acceptable?”

      He cringed. “No. But maybe it helps make up for them.”

      “It’s going to take more than an act of kindness to make up for being a callous you-know-what.”

      He sighed. “It already feels like we’ve been married for a million years.”

      She gave him a dark glare before moving through the door to speak to the receptionist, requesting an immediate appointment.

      “Can you come back tomorrow at three?” the woman asked, after checking her appointment book. Her hair was impossibly large, and she had a pencil stuck in its white-blond heights.

      Jill turned to Burke in question. “Tomorrow?”

      He faced the receptionist. She had withdrawn the pencil and had it poised above her date book, her heavy eyebrows arched in question.

      “Do you know anyone in town who can fit us in today?” He smiled charmingly. “Jill’s from out of town.”

      The receptionist checked her delicate gold watch. “Sorry. Most offices have already closed for the night. But if you and your wife want to come back tomorrow I can give you the three o’clock opening.” She flipped through a file folder on a desktop rack beside her, then handed them two copies of a list. “Here are the things we recommend you bring to your first meeting.”

      Burke eyed the items, muttering, “I think it was faster to get married than divorced.” He asked the receptionist, “Do we really need all of this? We’re ready to sign papers and part ways.”

      “Bring everything tomorrow at three.” The woman tucked the pencil back into her hair. “Don’t be late.”

      Burke stepped away from the receptionist’s desk and scanned the list again. “Think we wrote a prenup?”

      “I’ll check the trash for cocktail napkins.” Jill had already tucked her list in her purse and was pushing her way outside.

      “I think I had mine tattooed on me.”

      “Yeah?” She crossed her arms, watching him as he came through the door. She seemed suddenly wary. “Where?”

      “Guess.”

      “I’m guessing it’s not above your heart.”

      He smacked his left butt cheek with a grin and she rolled her eyes.

      “You’re kind of fun for a stodgy old wife, you know.” Even though she was still ticked at him, he could see a spark of humor lighting her blue eyes.

      He remembered laughing with her in the hotel bar, blue, red and yellow wedding ribbons clipped to her hair by someone in the wedding party. The colors signifying good luck and good fortune. His gut had been aching from laughing at her hilarious fake commentary for the hockey game playing on a TV screen to their right.

      Outside the office the sky was already starting to darken, giving the city of Dakota a drab, empty and lifeless feel despite the rush hour traffic.

      “Let’s grab supper and strategize for tomorrow,” he said, waving the intimidating list of personal assets and other documents the lawyer expected of them. More so for him, since he owned a corporation.

      Jill tightened her coat around her torso as a breeze swept down the street, rattling a soda can that had been tossed in the icy gutter. “There’s nothing to strategize.”

      “Come on, I know a great place just a few blocks from here.” He began walking, trying to coax her into following. He should really ask for his suit jacket back and go back to his office to catch up on the work he’d been unable to focus on since hearing about their marriage.

      But he didn’t want to. He told himself he wanted to take Jill out for supper only to ensure he didn’t awaken tomorrow to find her wanting blood. His.

      “There’s no reason to dine together.”

      “It’s only supper. And you live a few hours from here, right?”

      She nodded.

      “Let me at least feed you before shipping you off home.”

      “Are you trying to apologize for being mean earlier?”

      “Maybe. Yes.” He held out his hand. “I promise I won’t bite.”

      “Maybe I like a little bit of playful biting,” she retorted, giving him a sassy look as she hesitantly fell into step beside him.

      “I wish I could remember if that was totally true or not.”

      They took a few steps in silence.

      “This is awkward, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “A bit.” Mostly because he kept having X-rated flashbacks from their night together. And the more time he spent with her, the more he recalled. It was nice filling in the gaps, but it was also disconcerting. All this intimate history between them and yet out of his reach.

      They walked quietly, both caught in their own thoughts. About half a block from the cozy Italian place Burke was heading for, he was pulled from his internal musings by someone calling his name. He looked up to find himself outside the restaurant MacKenzie’s. Or, as he referred to the place, the deal sealer. Both for business and personal reasons.

      There was a crowd of well-dressed people mingling in the dusk, as diners came and went, their breath escaping as clouds in the brisk air, and he recognized Tiffer Garbanzo, the owner of Get There Media, watching him with amusement, hands tucked into his knee-length wool jacket.

      “Well, well, well. If it isn’t Burke Carver with yet another beautiful woman.” Tiffer came forward to shake Burke’s hand, his wife, Babette, taking in Jill as she joined them.

      “Good to see you.” Burke kissed Babette’s cool cheek. “As gorgeous as ever.”

      She blushed with the compliment, pleased.

      For over a year Burke had been unsuccessfully trying to get Tiffer to sign a deal with Sustain This, Honey to help his company expand to global markets. But the man, an expert in foreign markets, had always brushed him off with a polite excuse about being overbooked. Burke knew STH wasn’t too small and his niche was right up Tiffer’s alley. The man could make anything with a hint of environmental sustainability the next It Thing. Burke needed him and Tiffer kept rebuffing him, making Burke assume the rejection was somewhat personal.

      And he knew why, too. Tiffer was conservative about marriage and relationships, and every time they met Burke seemed to be with a new woman. Just like tonight.

      Tiffer gave Jill a polite, dismissive smile. Jill reached out to introduce herself, but Tiffer turned to his wife, giving her a light kiss.

      Jill looked affronted, and Burke said pointedly, “This is Jill Armstrong. She owns a line of medicinal creams and soaps created in the beautiful mountains, from ancient formulas founded by the Ute people. She’s looking to expand.” He paused thoughtfully, “Although I’m not sure you…hmm. No, never mind.”

      Tiffer narrowed his eyes, while Jill watched the men curiously.

      “All of her products are all-natural, as well as environmentally friendly,” he told Tiffer. “Good for people, good for the earth.”

      “Is she working with you?” Tiffer asked. “Who are you working with?” he demanded, focusing on Jill.

      She eyed Burke with a bright gaze, looking for the best way to follow his lead. She looked so pretty with the cold air pinking her cheeks.

      “Oh, you probably haven’t heard of Tiffer,” Burke said apologetically, placing a hand on her lower back. “He expands companies like ours. He specializes in the global market. He turns pennies into dollars.” He glanced to Tiffer to add, “She’s independent. Good luck convincing her to work with you.”

      “Independent? Very smart. Keep your cards close to your chest. But you know, sometimes it’s good to delegate tasks to companies that are niche experts. Get There Media is well versed with how products like yours fit into the global marketplace. Why don’t you join us and we can talk shop,” Tiffer offered. He nudged Burke aside, guiding Jill gently between the fake potted trees lining the restaurant’s outside entry. She was moving stiffly, obviously not so impressed with Tiffer or his sudden change in interest.

      Burke looked up at the black-and-silver sign of the popular restaurant filled with tycoons and wannabe tycoons. This could be so easy. So, so easy.

      Once inside, either Jill would make a deal with Tiffer, which would allow her to pay back Burke sooner rather than later—maybe even with interest—or the two would decide not to work together, allowing Burke to woo Tiffer and maybe even drop the fact that, legally, Jill was more than just the flavor of the week. And thus putting him in the man’s favor at long last.

      Tiffer and his wife moved ahead to change their dinner reservation, and Jill fell back a step, hissing to Burke, “I’m not ready to talk to a global marketer. My company isn’t⁠—”

      “This is an amazing opportunity, Jill.” Burke huffed warm air into his cupped hands, trying to warm them.

      “He’s condescending.”

      “Just talk to him. The networking alone⁠—”

      “Everything all right?” Tiffer asked. “The maître d’ is ready to seat us.”

      Burke and Jill inhaled as one, placing fake smiles on their faces.

      “We need this, Jill,” Burke whispered under his breath, while nodding at Tiffer. “Please just play along and see where this happy coincidence takes us.”

      Jill bristled, and for a moment he thought she was going to leave. Instead she muttered, “Fine, shoot yourself in the foot and see.” She marched ahead, leaving Burke to wonder what she meant. She’d already fallen into step beside Tiffer’s wife and the two women were chatting as if they’d known each other for years.

      Once seated, Tiffer ordered himself a scotch and soda, his wife giving a small wave of her hand when asked by the waiter.

      Tiffer pointed at Burke. “Drink?”

      He shook his head, then turned to Jill.

      “I’ll have one, please,” she said, lifting her wrist to catch the waiter’s attention. She’d removed her winter jacket, but was still sporting Burke’s coat. The cuffs of her blouse and the suit jacket fell back, revealing a wide leather bracelet on her left wrist. It didn’t go with her outfit, piquing Burke’s curiosity.

      “But make mine a gin,” she added.

      It wasn’t long before it became clear that Jill wasn’t ready for Tiffer’s services. She couldn’t maintain that kind of rapid expansion and still maintain the integrity of her handmade products.

      Tiffer was glaring at Burke like he’d set him up.

      Which he kind of had.

      “You know, STH is still in the market to expand globally,” Burke said casually. “We’ve built valuable momentum in the past six months and are poised to⁠—”

      “Sorry, Burke,” Babette said, reaching a hand to stop him. “What does STH stand for again?”

      “Sustain This. Sustainability is vital to our organization, from product creation to the end of its life.”

      “What’s the H stand for?” Babette asked.

      “Honey,” Burke said quietly, taking a sip of his ice water.

      “That’s an amusing name,” she said, a hint of laughter dancing in her eyes.

      Jill was watching, her head tipped to the side.

      “My assistant thought it was funny,” Burke said. “Sort of an in-your-face joke that ended up becoming the company name.” He focused on Tiffer again. “So as I was saying, we’re ready to break into the global market. In particular we feel there is growth potential in the European arena and we⁠—”

      “Change your name.” Tiffer was looking uninterested, bored even.

      “Would that influence your decision in regards to partnering with us?”

      “No, that’s simply a helpful piece of business advice.”

      There was a moment of awkward silence.

      Burke wasn’t fond of the name, but he wasn’t changing it.

      “It’s kind of sassy, isn’t it?” Jill said. She was smiling slightly, considering the name. “I think there’s some marketing potential there in terms of standing out from the crowd. Catch their attention with your name and then⁠—”

      “Shall we order?” Tiffer asked, opening his menu. “Sorry to rush things along, but Babette and I have tickets for the theater.”

      Jill quickly opened her menu, looking embarrassed, and making Burke dislike Tiffer for being the cause of it. “The chicken is good,” he said to her.

      She closed her menu, setting it gently on the linen tablecloth. “Sounds perfect.”

      “I’ll ask my marketing team to focus on branding,” he said to Jill. “Say, Tiffer…how are your new client openings?”

      “It’s been a busy quarter,” he said, not looking up.

      “I’ll bet. Is there anything we can do at STH to position ourselves better for a future partnership?”

      “Look, Burke,” Tiffer said, placing a palm on the table, his expression one of sincerity, “I hate to make it personal, but I find married men tend to act less erratic and take fewer risks.”

      Burke wanted to feel insulted, but a part of him wondered if it was true.

      “They tend to have more stable businesses, make fewer rash decisions,” the man added.

      “My business is stable.”

      “How can you build a solid foundation and stay focused when your personal life is in flux, with women coming and going from your world? I know it seems old-fashioned, but it’s simply a personal preference I’ve developed after years as a leader in my field.”

      “Would this be a good time to tell him we’re married?” Jill asked quietly. She was staring at Tiffer. “It seems odd that something like that could influence your potential to create a deal, but I do understand. We all have our own…thing. It’s about what we’re most comfortable with.” She had placed a linen napkin across her lap earlier and now she ran it through her hands, as though debating leaving the table.

      “You’re married?” Tiffer asked, leaning back in his seat. He was scrutinizing Burke, who barely dared breathe.

      Babette looked tickled, and she leaned across the table to ask Jill in a confiding tone, “How did you manage to tie this man down?”

      “The bed sheets were too thick,” Jill deadpanned. “You know how they are. I had to use rope.”

      Burke coughed on a sip of water as an image flashed through his mind of what his life could be like under different circumstances. Him with Jill. Partners having each other’s backs. Breaking down the doors of business.

      Shaking the bed frame every night.

      Well, okay. He needed to focus.

      This was about business. He had nothing to offer in the commitment department.

      Even if Jill did catch him off guard in ways that made him want to spend more time with her—the woman he needed to divorce.
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        * * *

      

      Jill needed to shut up.

      She wasn’t helping anything.

      She was just so fed up with men like Tiffer, who treated others as though they were beneath him unless he could gain from them. She’d felt an unwarranted need to step in and help Burke, which showed her just how messed up her head was at the moment.

      She didn’t want the world to know she’d made yet another marital mistake, and here she was, announcing it. Gossips in her hometown of Blueberry Springs had finally stopped mentioning Hayes a few years ago and how he’d run off on her after blindsiding her with the theft. Then after that, they’d enjoyed discussing how long she’d “pined” for Devon Mattson, her rebound that had lasted almost two years. And then along comes mistake number three: Burke. Just another illustration of how Jill would never find love and was still making rash, desperate decisions.

      She needed to stick to allowing the dating service she’d hired, We Win Your Love, to choose—scientifically via a trusted algorithm—her Mr. Right and Forever. Algorithms didn’t fall prey to charm, spontaneity and fun, causing them to make poor decisions.

      “When was your wedding?” Babette asked. “Was it big?”

      Jill opened her mouth to reply, but the words stuck there. She didn’t have a “story” ready for public consumption. Especially since Burke had been publicly seeing the governor’s daughter, Autumn Martinez, since their marriage. Jill hated to admit it, but she’d been jealous when she’d seen a picture of them in the paper, grinning while cutting the ribbon together at a new city park.

      Burke might still be involved with Autumn, who was publicly on the prowl for a husband.

      “It was…it was a private affair,” Jill said honestly. She glanced at Burke. She felt as though she owed him one. She’d borrowed against his credit, albeit unknowingly, and she could tell that stressed him out. Sure, she had a careful, meticulously outlined five-year plan where she’d steadily expand her business, taking it slow and easy while performing her full-time work at All You, a cosmetics company. She would think and strategize before taking each step so she didn’t end up ruining another business by not staying on top of everything.

      She could tell he needed Tiffer in the way he put up with the guy being slightly pompous and condescending. Assumptive. Men like Burke walked away from guys like that. And he wasn’t walking.

      She’d spoken up, thinking it might change things for Burke, but she really shouldn’t have.

      They were arranging to get a divorce.

      Tomorrow.

      That would not help Burke look like a stable man in Tiffer’s eyes.

      Burke slipped a hand along the back of Jill’s chair, joining her conversation with Babette. “After we made the decision, we moved quite quickly. Didn’t we, Jill?” His thumb ran over her shoulder, and she shivered at the contact.

      “We did,” she admitted. “Kept it unconventional. No rings. No gown.”

      “Just a top hat and veil.”

      Jill glanced at him. Did he recall their wedding? He gave a small nod as though savoring the memory, trying to bring more of it to mind.

      “You make it sound as though that was all the two of you were wearing,” Babette said with a tinkling laugh.

      Burke let out a short chuckle. “Jill wasn’t as immune to my charms as she believed, that was for sure.”

      “I think it was the other way around. You admired a woman who could keep you in line.”

      Burke chuckled again, warming her.

      “I like her,” Tiffer said to Burke.

      “She doesn’t back down,” he’d replied, with a smile twisted with wry humor as well as a hint of admiration and attraction which sucker-punched Jill’s desire to keep picking at him. It was that same look he’d given her in the conference hotel’s bar when she’d said to heck with being proper and had let it all hang out, like she was one of the guys. But like today, she’d been done up as a sexy businesswoman. His type. Not a small-town gal with a hobby business who preferred to wear jeans and eat tasty doughnuts. Or ice cream. Or perhaps a sundae with whipped cream and chocolate syrup. And those crunchy little cookie bit toppings.

      That attraction wasn’t real. But she found herself wishing it was.

      “How did you meet?” Tiffer’s wife asked.

      “The Metro Conference,” Jill said. “I’d been hounding him for a meeting for months.”

      “Are you going again in April?” Babette asked Burke.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Oh, you have to! We’ve booked a suite and Tiffer will be taking proposals all weekend.”

      “You gotta show off your new wife, Burke.” There was an unspoken dare in Tiffer’s words, and Burke, who still had his arm along the back of Jill’s chair, stiffened.

      “Maybe if we’re not too busy with world domination by then,” he said, smiling at Jill.

      “Oh, I’m certain we will be.” She returned his smile, feeling like they had each other’s backs.

      “Tell you what.” Tiffer sat back in his chair, and the way he studied Burke made Jill want to jump to her husband’s defense no matter what was coming. “Meet my team at the Metro Conference. Make your pitch.”

      “It would be my pleasure,” Burke replied.

      “Bring your wife.”

      “Our businesses are separate.”

      “Bring her.”

      Jill resisted the urge to say “I’m right here, stop talking like I’m not.”

      “Would you like to come?” Burke asked Jill, his jaw flexing. It was a little more than two months away from now. Surely they’d be divorced, and strangers again by then.

      She teased Burke, “Share a room this year?”

      “We did last year, so why not again?” His voice was low, rumbling, and her mind flew to her scattered memories of their wedding night.

      Suddenly it was very warm in his sports coat.

      “Great. The newlyweds will be there,” Tiffer said without amusement, as salads were placed on the table. “If the team likes you and your proposal, we’ll sign Sustain This, Honey. You know our old base fee?”

      “I do.”

      “It’s increased by 18 percent. Will that be an issue?”

      Jill could tell Burke was trying to act cool even though inside he was fist-pumping to his success.

      “Not a problem,” he said in a controlled voice.

      A tension settled over the table as though the two men had challenged each other to a duel and were waiting for the other to break the rules of combat first. Jill placed a hand over Burke’s, which was clutching a fork. His gaze flicked to hers and she smiled.

      Their plans had breathing room now. This was good.

      “To the newlyweds and business prospects,” Babette said.

      Everyone lifted their glasses. “To a whole new unrecognizable life,” Burke said forcefully. He emptied his glass and Babette lowered hers to the table, clinking it with a spoon.

      “Come on, newlyweds,” she coaxed, watching them expectantly.

      “Jill isn’t into public displays…” Burke began uneasily.

      “This is so exciting,” Jill said, trying to divert the topic. “I’m sure the two of you will have so much to talk about at the conference.”

      Tiffer was staring at Burke, and she could sense things shifting. Burke needed this deal. Jill needed this deal. But there was something going on under the surface, and if Burke didn’t kiss her, who knew what might happen.

      “Come on, newlyweds,” Tiffer’s wife repeated. “Let’s celebrate!” She clinked her glass again.

      It was just a kiss. A kiss that could solve and protect everything.

      Jill hooked her hand around the back of Burke’s neck and pulled his face close to hers. “Kiss me.”

      He stared at her, his whole body taut with tension. For a moment she thought he was going to pull away, deny her, humiliate her with rejection.

      “Fine. Brace yourself.”

      Jill’s amused laugh was cut short by his lips landing on hers. His mouth was hungry, impatient and demanding. She gripped his face, forcing him to slow down and enjoy the moment, the contact. It could be their last kiss.

      His mouth was hot, his hands moving to her waist, pulling her closer. She needed this. Desired this. She wanted to crawl into his lap and feel his body pressed to hers like a comforting presence.

      What was this between them? They fought like they could barely stand each other, then the next moment were laughing, and then kissing so passionately they might burn the place down.

      No wonder she’d married him.

      She let out a moan of contentment as his tongue met hers. She edged closer. Someone cleared their throat, but Jill shut out the rest of the world so she could enjoy being lost in Burke’s kiss.

      She was fed up with trying to please lovers, walking away never quite satisfied, and this kiss…this kiss claimed that Burke was the type of man whose mouth made promises she knew his body could keep.

      She remembered. Remembered a lot.

      And it was all toe-curling good.

      There was another loud throat clearing and a pleading voice said, “Sir. Madam. Please.”

      Burke broke the kiss first, his eyes hazed with lust and longing, which Jill was certain was being reflected back at him full force. He looked as though he was struggling to place himself, like he was lost in some alternate universe. They were both breathing hard and it was difficult to resist the urge to draw him back into another life-altering, world-tipping kiss. To lose herself again.

      “Sir? Madam?”

      She’d crawled onto Burke’s lap at some point, sitting sideways, completely absorbed in him. Her side was cold and wet, and she realized they’d spilled his water glass over the linen tablecloth.

      Their waiter was awkwardly standing over them, trying to fix the tangled cloth.

      “Oh! I’m so sorry.” Jill jumped up, the tablecloth shifting with her movement as she tried to squeeze her larger frame into a gap between chairs she swore she would have fitted through a year ago. Another glass of ice water toppled over, spilling into Burke’s lap. Jill exclaimed and snatched a napkin, swiping at his crotch. Realizing what she was doing, she straightened in horror, elbowing the waiter, who was trying to sop up the water on the table.

      “I’m so sorry!”

      Tiffer had a hand over his mouth and was barely holding back his guffaws, while his wife fussed about with the waiter. All around the restaurant, attention angled toward the growing mishap.

      “I’m so sorry,” Jill said yet again, tucking her elbows at her sides, her hands clenched together across her chest so she wouldn’t cause any more harm. The borrowed suit jacket was gaping, revealing her open blouse with the missing buttons, and she quickly readjusted it. She dared a glance at Burke, who looked shell-shocked.

      “It’s fine,” Tiffer’s wife kept repeating, her face bright red. “It’s fine.”

      There was no way this evening was being saved. Jill had acted inappropriately, spilled water everywhere while she made out with her accidental husband, misleading Burke’s possible future business partners as well as completely humiliating herself.

      She needed air. She needed to get away from this mess and the spontaneity and disaster that followed her whenever she was with Burke.

      She needed to save everything before it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Burke was still struggling with the shock of having made out with Jill in the middle of the posh restaurant. He hadn’t expected the kiss or his intense reaction to it.

      No wonder he’d married her. She was some sort of temptress that made him want her—badly.

      Babette was gaping after Jill, who’d fled seconds ago. Tiffer was still laughing, every once in a while letting out an extra loud guffaw.

      Burke clutched the edge of the table, trying to wrap his head around the situation and how he had obviously mortified his…his wife.

      They might have an accidental marriage, but there was no reason he shouldn’t still treat her with respect. And he wasn’t so sure he had. It was like everything he knew about himself and how to behave went out the window when she was around.

      “Please excuse us.” He tossed his sodden napkin on the table along with what cash was in his wallet.

      “No, please.” Babette pushed the money back his way. “Go to her.”

      Burke turned, leaving the money, eyes averted to avoid seeing the mirth of the other patrons.

      He caught up with Jill almost a block away. Despite her high heels, she could move like an Olympic speed walker.

      “Jill…”

      She went faster, her hands moving to her face as though dealing with tears.

      Burke’s shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry. But really…it’s okay. It’s not a big deal.”

      It was just a hot kiss, right? Spilled water. Worse things had happened, he was certain.

      She didn’t turn, didn’t slow. “I’ll see you at the meeting tomorrow.” Her voice was tight with emotion.

      This was usually where Burke would bail, have his assistant send a nice breakup gift and move on. He stopped walking and shoved his hands into his wet pants pockets, her winter jacket still tucked over his arm. She’d left it behind in her haste to leave and she had to be chilled—or soon would be once her mortification wore off.

      “Are you okay?” he called.

      “No,” she shouted. “That was so…so humiliating.” She turned, her expression so stricken it caused him to start walking again.

      “So hot?” he murmured, when he was within a foot of her.

      She let out a shuddery exhalation, her breath causing a cloud in the cold evening air, her fingertips going to her brow as she dropped her head. “Not helpful.”

      He held out her coat and she blinked at it before gratefully sliding her arms into the sleeves.

      “It was also…” He cleared his throat, saw a brick building beside them and leaned against it. “…unexpected.”

      Act casual, man. It was just a kiss.

      A kiss that had opened a floodgate of memories from them laughing in the bar, to him proposing, to waking up alone. Abandoned.

      He rolled his stiff shoulders. Surely it wasn’t true abandonment. She’d claimed she hadn’t even remembered most of the night and, until recently, it wasn’t as though he recalled many details, either.

      Jill was looking up now, apparently worrying over something new. “I lied to them.”

      “Not really. We are married.”

      She sniffed once, twice. She kept tipping her head higher and higher, as if she might somehow rise above the emotion plaguing her and get it back under control.

      “Come here,” he said, lifting his hands out at his sides.

      “I’m fine,” she said quickly, shivering with the cold. Another sniff. She was losing the battle. Despite the way she could bust his balls, she was a woman on the brink. A woman with a wet skirt wearing a too-big suit jacket stuffed under her open winter coat, making her look like someone in need of a hug.

      He eased to her side, checking to see if she was okay with him in her space before wrapping his arms around her, drawing her body against his, stroking her hair. She let out a shudder, her face tucked into the crook of his neck. She was the perfect height for a snuggle, and her soft curves felt…good. Really good. Comforting almost.

      How did this mess they were in somehow feel so right?

      Did he just need a hug, too? Was that all this was?

      “I’m sorry,” he said again.

      Her arms snaked around his waist, squeezing him tight. They stayed that way for a long moment, a cold breeze gusting around them, sending discarded fliers up into the air, swirling before settling around them, the nearby streetlight brightening their piece of the earth.

      She tipped her head back to study him, leaving the spot against his neck feeling chilled.

      “Okay?” he asked.

      “I’m not going back in there.”

      “Still hungry?” They hadn’t gotten past salads.

      Her gaze traveled to his mouth, and without thinking, he let nature do its thing, pulling her cold lips to his. But this time, knowing now how easy it was to get caught up in the power of kissing her, he left it at a gentle, sweet kiss before pulling back.

      “What was that for?” she whispered.

      “It just felt right.”

      “Just felt right?” Her brow furrowed. “That sounds familiar.”

      Her arms were still around him and he gave her another squeeze, not quite ready to let her go. He chuckled as a new memory weaved its way to the front of his mind, unfurling there. “I think that’s what I said after I proposed to you.”

      “You proposed?”

      “You don’t remember? The biggest day of your life?” He grunted in disappointment. “I’m hurt.”

      She gave him a playful scowl and pushed him away. “Marrying you was not the biggest day of my life.”

      “Then what was?” he asked, snagging her chilled hand as they began walking, worried she’d leave him standing on the gusty street, his curiosity unfulfilled.
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