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Chapter One




Simon Cantrell shifted his black Aston Martin into gear and sailed away from the curvaceous woman waving to him from the curb. He’d only been home two days and he’d been approached by seven unmarried women. Something clearly was way out of kilter here, and he’d finally found out what was going on. 

He thought he’d rectified the situation yesterday, but this morning Rita Jensen had showed up at his home wearing skimpy white spandex, a beckoning smile and nothing else. And now with this latest encounter it was clear as the blue June sky that it was time to take more definitive action to ensure his bachelorhood remained intact. If he didn’t, someone might get hurt. Emotionally he could do some damage here, and there was no way could he take that chance.

“But don’t think I’m not flattered, ladies,” he thought, pulling into the center of town. “Damned gratifying to have the entire female population of Eldora, Illinois making its way to my door so I can pick and choose.”

It was, in fact, difficult not to be grateful for all the attention as he hadn’t shared a lady’s bed since he’d slipped out from under Marguerite and left Paris several days ago. But Marguerite was Paris—lovely, sophisticated, and temporary. These ladies throwing themselves beneath the wheels of his car were Eldora. They wanted a walk down an aisle strewn with rose petals. And two things Simon never touched were women from his hometown and the subject of marriage.

So, yes, in his own way, he was grateful, but he was also determined to end this charade. And he knew just how he was going to accomplish that.

“I need a woman in the worst way,” he told himself, whipping into a tight parking space and exiting his car. “Just not in the usual way. And this looks like the place to get one.”

A stage had been set up in the middle of town, on the green in front of the old, redbrick city hall building. There were rows of folding chairs facing the stage, and a large red and white banner declared this to be the Third Annual Summerstaff Labor Auction for Charity. But then he already knew that. He’d read about it in the papers, heard about it from his aunt. He’d seen all the flyers being passed out declaring that there would be twenty women, mostly teachers, auctioning off their time this summer in a bid to help disadvantaged children. That was, after all, why he was here.

Picking up one of the brochures laid out on a table near the seats, Simon flipped through it. Photos of the women who were offering such diverse services as baking, plumbing and dog-sitting, were shown along with a brief description of their particular skills.

But skill wasn’t what he wanted. He was trolling for a look, an attitude, abilities that wouldn’t be listed in this pamphlet. Still, he glanced through the list to get his bearings. He studied the photos. No help. Everyone was smiling, looking perfectly accommodating, of course.

But turning to the area next to the stage, he saw a different picture. The candidates were milling around on the grass, waiting for the auction to begin.

A curvy redhead with a ready smile.

“Lovely, but no,” Simon muttered beneath his breath.

A willowy lady with tawny hair, a model’s figure, and a gracious air.

Too gracious for what he was looking for.

And then he glanced at the woman beside her.

Simon froze.

The lady in his sights was a beauty, no question about it. She wore dark clothes which almost completely covered her, but her deep brown shoulder length hair was shiny, her lips were full, and the flash of pale, touchable ankles which showed when she moved, could make a man beg her to lift her skirt higher. But entrancing as she was to look at, it wasn’t her beauty Simon was concerned with.

Behind large tortoiseshell glasses, she had eyes that said “no.”     Absolutely “no” even though she hadn’t spoken a word. Her chin was raised in a sign of stubborn determination. Her slender back was rigid as if no amount of pleading could get her to bend. This was a woman who, for whatever reasons, wouldn’t be swayed. She had a definite attitude, one that said “back off.” The very attitude Simon was looking for right now.

“You’re just the one I want, lady,” he whispered, glancing at the brochure he still held. There she was, on page one. Emily Alton. Teacher. A four-year resident of Eldora. Many skills were listed, with many details about her qualifications.

“Except the part about you being a tigress in hiding,” Simon said, taking his seat.

In that moment, she turned and caught him staring at her.

Her shoulders went back. Her eyes narrowed. Behind her glasses, he could tell her eyes were beautiful even from this distance. He could also read the message she was sending him, “I don’t think so, buster.”

Simon smiled to himself and leaned back to wait for the auction to begin. Oh yes, Emily Alton was just the woman he needed.

I very much do think so, sweetheart.


      [image: ]Emily pushed her oversized glasses up from where they had slid down her nose and looked out at the crowd assembled below. She wondered how she’d once again been talked into walking open-eyed onto a stage to be sold. She, who hated drawing attention to herself. But of course, there hadn’t been any coercion involved in getting her here. She was doing this voluntarily, and she would do it again, no matter how difficult this particular moment was. How could she do anything else? 

She, Rebecca and Caroline had organized the first Summerstaff Auction several years ago. One of their students had needed medical care, which her family couldn’t afford, and it had been only natural to pitch in, to try and help, to organize school fund-raisers. And then, things had just...happened. What the heck, they had their summers free, Caroline had argued. They could do some good for other kids as well. Work for the summer and donate their wages to a good cause. Recruit other teachers to join in. And so Summerstaff had been born. And for the third year in a row here she was.

Waiting to be bought.

To be hired, she corrected herself. There was nothing to worry about. The references of all employers would be checked out. Nothing at all to cause concern. Except that she felt so...naked. And then there was that man. The one who’d been staring at her for the last five minutes. A knock-the-wind-out-of-you, alert-all-nerve-endings handsome man. Black hair. Green eyes. A lazy smile that made her feel incredibly warm and exposed. As if he had already mentally unbuttoned her stiff jacket and ran invisible hands across her skin. As if he knew she was wearing a sheer lace bra beneath her clothing. And just where to place his fingers to release the clasp.

Emily took a deep breath, trying not to blush at her thoughts. Ridiculous. She didn’t know anything about this man. No surprise. In a mid-sized town like Eldora, there would always be strangers.

Still, she dared one more peek at him beneath her lashes. His smile was just as speculative, his eyes every bit as knowing as she’d thought. He looked like he was shopping for a woman for his bed, not someone to type, or file or paint walls.

She hoped he wouldn’t bid on her. He was too unsettling to her composure. He was making her think steamy, wanton thoughts, and the new Emily who’d emerged from the ashes of a broken heart two years ago didn’t think about handsome men these days—or about men at all if she could help it.

The man in the audience lounged lazily back in his chair, the corners of his lips lifting. She didn’t like men giving her those kinds of secret smiles anymore. The first man who’d done that to her had been forced to confess it was really her best friend he was interested in. The last man who had smiled his way into her heart had eventually told her that no, he guessed he didn’t want to marry her after all.

The pain of those betrayals had cut deep, but the fact that she had been blind enough to trust both men had cut deeper. So she was erasing temptation from her life. She wouldn’t risk betrayal a third time. She was alone, but content and she intended to stay that way.

“Not him,” she whispered to herself. “Don’t let this man choose me.”

Please, someone else. She did need a job if this auction was going to work. But maybe she could work for that nice silver-haired man in the back row. Or that plump lady smiling at her. Or the woman in the second row, the one that owned the bakery on Pine Street. Anyone but this man whose cool gaze sent tiny flickers of heat flowing through her body.

She frowned harder and his grin grew. As if she’d done something wonderful. As if he knew she was trying not to imagine how he’d look stripped bare of his white shirt and tie.

She gave him her best “stop, or you’re dog meat, kid,” stare over the top of her glasses. His dimples came into view, and a woman sitting near him clutched her heart as if his mere presence could make her faint.

Emily rolled her eyes.

“For heaven’s sake, smile, Em.” Rebecca’s voice at her elbow was a whisper, a near hiss. “You’re up next. I know you hate being the center of attention, but this part will be over in a few minutes. Think of the kids this is going to help.”

Emily stopped frowning and took a deep breath. Rebecca was right. She couldn’t let her own fears interfere with some child’s future. That just wasn’t fair. So Emily marched up on the stage when her name was called. She imagined the whole audience as a very large group of seventh graders. She smiled as the auctioneer read off her qualifications.

“Emily Alton. Good with children. Types seventy words a minute. Experienced in painting, housekeeping, and cooking.”

The old man in the back row nodded, and a serious young businessman third row center took notes. The plump woman looked cheerful and pleased.

Stepping forward, the auctioneer grinned and held out his hands in supplication. “Okay, folks, who’ll start the bidding at two thousand dollars? That’s just over eight dollars an hour for a forty-hour, six-week period.”

Emily almost couldn’t look. She always worried that no one would bid. What if no one wanted such simple skills? Then she saw the serious young man start to raise his hand.

Her breath eased out and she smiled encouragingly at him.

“Ten thousand dollars.”

The young man’s hand was up, but his lips hadn’t moved. The voice that had spoken was low, deep...and so sexy Emily felt her body tighten with unwanted sensations. She didn’t need to look to see whose voice it had been, but her eyes were drawn to his as if he’d willed it. The smile was still there. Still lazy, and way too self-assured.

“Ten thousand, Simon?” the auctioneer called. “You planning on having her paint the mansion?”

The man named Simon just raised one brow and sat back with that lazy smile barely lifting his lips. “Why don’t you finish the bidding, Don?”

The auctioneer chuckled. “Anyone want to go for fifteen thousand?” The rest of the audience laughed. A dark-haired, gray-eyed man lounging against a tree raised his lips in a half-smile, but he seemed content to let the first bid stand. A handsome golden-eyed man dressed in black looked up from the brochure he was perusing, but his expression was one of curiosity rather than intent. And Emily wasn’t surprised. Ten thousand dollars was an unheard of sum of money at the Summerstaff Auction. No one bothered looking around to see if anyone else was going to bid.

“Okay, then. Going, going, gone. Looks like you’ve bought yourself a woman, Simon.”

“Looks that way, Don,” he said, unfolding himself from the metal chair and making his way to the stage. “Allow me to introduce myself...Emily,” he said, holding out his hand to help her down the steep stairs. “I’m Simon Cantrell.”

The nerve endings in her fingers pulsed to life as his flesh dragged against hers before he released her at the bottom of the steps.

Emily forced herself to go still. “Hello, Mr. Cantrell,” she managed to say, pleased that the coolness of her voice didn’t reveal that her palm was tingling where they’d touched. She pressed it tightly against the damp cotton of her skirt.

The auctioneer stepped forward, looking at Emily. “So you two haven’t met? Well, no surprise. Simon here isn’t in town nearly enough, but he’s a descendant of one of our founding fathers. His company hires half the people here and helps keep this town alive. They make top-of-the-line wood furnishings. You’ve probably heard the name Cantrell.”

She had, of course. She hadn’t met Simon before, but even in a town this size, the Cantrell name was too prominent to go unnoticed. Still, as Emily stood on solid ground and looked up into the mesmerizing green eyes of the man standing before her, she knew anything she might have heard didn’t say half of what needed saying. Simon Cantrell might be flowing in money, he might be the town’s pride and joy, every man’s friend and every woman’s most torrid fantasy, but in her mind he was more. He was everything she wanted to run from.


      [image: ]“So, Emily, did you get roped into doing this against your will?” Simon asked as he slipped his hand beneath her elbow to lead Emily toward his car and felt a shiver ripple through her body. She carefully pulled her arm away, and he couldn’t help smiling at her attempt to keep her distance without being offensive. This lady did not like him. Already. That was good—as long as she abided by her promise to do her job. 

He looked down, waiting for her answer. The top of her head came to just above his shoulder.

“Ms. Alton?”

She raised her chin, looking up at him. Her gray eyes were surrounded by thick lashes. They were also very wary.

“No, it wasn’t against my will,” she said quietly. “I feel very strongly about children’s issues and this money will help parents with inadequate insurance fund their kids’ medical expenses. As a matter of fact, I’m one of the organizers of Summerstaff.” Her voice was slightly husky and low. The kind of voice, Simon reflected, one expected from a woman after you’d known her awhile...and had made love to her all night long.

At that thought, he felt an unwelcome heat surge through him, and he mentally steered his mind into less dangerous channels. “You’re one of the organizers and you went first? I would have thought you’d want to supervise the proceedings.”

She shrugged, the padded shoulders of her suit rising with the gesture. “That’s Rebecca Linden’s territory, but it only seems fair that one of us goes first to test the waters before we ask anyone else to bite the bullet. Besides, I wanted to get it over with.”

He had the feeling she wasn’t talking about just the auction, but the whole summer. She very definitely didn’t want to be walking along beside him right now.

And in fact, at that moment, she stopped. Dead in the middle of the street.

“Look, Mr. Cantrell, don’t think I’m ungrateful. You’ve made a very generous offer to a very good cause, and I’m appreciative of that. I just need to know—that is, I think it would be best if we discussed the arrangements before we begin. It would help if I were clear on what my duties will be, my hours, and so on.”

She was obviously uncomfortable. That ugly black suit was rising and falling fast with every breath, but her gaze didn’t waver from his face. Her chin was lifted high. She stood firm in her resolve to get some answers from him.

Exactly the kind of woman he needed right now. Determined. Unbending. A bit old-fashioned and very no-nonsense. Simon wanted to smile again, but that would have scared her. He could read her mind all too clearly and what she was thinking was, Why on earth would a man pay ten thousand dollars for a woman he could have had for two thousand? What kind of kinky task did he have in mind?

So he did his best to hide his glee at Emily’s “all fences” attitude. “I completely agree with you, Ms. Alton. Let me take you to lunch. We’ll discuss your duties on the way.” All right, so he hadn’t been head of Cantrell Industries for the last few years for nothing. He could play businessman with the best of them when he chose to. The fact that he didn’t often choose to get involved in the business he had inherited, but still thought of as his father’s, didn’t mean a thing.

“Thank you, Mr. Cantrell.” An actual smile graced Emily’s lips and Simon couldn’t help noticing what happened when her mouth wasn’t stretched into a stern line. Her eyes

sparkled. She looked brighter, prettier. Not that pretty mattered to him right now.

He led her to his car, and saw her eyes widen when she beheld the sports car.

“It doesn’t kick, bite or pinch,” he said with a grin.

“Of course it doesn’t, Mr. Cantrell. It’s just that I’ve never...I drive a subcompact. Eight years old. Very practical.”

“I’ll just bet you do, Ms. Alton.”

She raised her head suddenly, wary again. He opened the door. “Come on and get in. We’ll talk,” he promised.

It took her a good minute-and-a-half to fold all those yards of material into the seat. Simon waited until she was all tucked and buckled in, before he pulled away. He wondered if she always dressed this way, then mentally chided himself. He’d chosen her for her manner after all, and that included her keep-away-from-me clothing. No fair complaining now.

The car gobbled up the road. He took them out to the highway, on his way to a restaurant he frequented in the next town. When he was actually in Eldora, that is. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Emily’s head jerk around as he left Eldora and the diners located there.

“Don’t worry. I meant lunch when I said lunch, Ms. Alton.”

“And I meant it when I said that I need to know what my job is going to be, Mr. Cantrell. As you heard, I type, I clean, I cook—“

He held up his hand. “No typing, no cleaning, no cooking. And no painting or wallpapering,” he added, remembering the other skills she’d listed.

“Then—“

“I hired you for something a bit unusual, Ms. Alton.”

“Unusual?”

He could practically feel her tension. He wondered if she was going to jump out of the car.

Taking his eyes off the road for two seconds, he looked down into her narrowed eyes then back to the highway. “Don’t worry, it doesn’t involve black leather or handcuffs, Ms. Alton. Nothing that unusual. And nothing you would consider offensive. At least I don’t think so.”

He risked another glance and saw she was pulling at her skirt as though she thought he might actually get a glimpse of some skin. Or as if she were agitated in some way. So when his gaze met hers again, he was surprised to find she was looking less nervous. As if she’d finally decided he was just another mischievous child and not worth worrying about.

“Am I being annoying?” he found himself asking.

“Well, you’re certainly beating around the bush,” she admitted with a small laugh. “Do you think, now that we’ve established that you’re not looking for something either illegal or wildly wicked, you could just get to the point, Mr. Cantrell? What exactly is it that you want me to do to earn ten thousand dollars?”

He pulled onto the county road leading to the town of Medwin. “It’s very simple, Ms. Alton. I want you to be my paid companion.”

The silence went on for so long that if he hadn’t realized his statement was going to throw her for a loop, Simon would have thought she hadn’t heard.

“I thought you said this wasn’t kinky.”

“You find companionship kinky?”

“I find the fact that a man like you should have to pay for...um, companionship, absolutely unbelievable. So what do you really want from me?”

Simon started to pull the car off the road so he could look at her while he explained, but given the tight, high sound of her voice and the way she was wedged up against the door handle, he wasn’t sure she wouldn’t climb out of the car if he stopped driving, so he continued down the tree-lined road.

“Ms. Alton, I come back to my hometown once a year to see my aunt. Delia is my only living relative, and we’re very close, but this year I think she’s going through a...I guess you’d call it a mid-life crisis. And since she doesn’t want to deal with her own life, she’s decided to delve into mine. One day soon I’ll be leaving Cantrell Industries for good, and she’s convinced herself I need to settle down before I go. She’s apparently also convinced a number of the females in town that I’m wife hunting, looking for someone to start a new life with me in Europe. Her efforts have obviously hit the target. An unusual number of eligible ladies have been paying me visits lately. Maybe mostly out of simple curiosity since my aversion to marriage is so well known, but I don’t know that for sure.”

“And you view the fact that you have women fainting on your doorstep as something bad? You don’t look like a man who’d be afraid of a few sighing females, Mr. Cantrell. In fact, you look like the type who’s...well, I mean, I’d think you’ve had more than a few women rolling around in your bed.”

A thread of pink crept above the collar of her blouse when he smiled and she turned her head as if she’d just discovered something terribly interesting in the passing landscape when in fact there was only the usual grass and trees whizzing by.

His chuckle was automatic. “Don’t get me wrong, Ms. Alton. I like women a great deal, but the ones I consort with are very much like myself. Wealthy enough so my money is rarely an attraction, no expectation beyond pleasure, no promise of commitment of any kind. We meet on common ground, in business or in bed. And while I attract my share of females, it’s never like this. I don’t usually have women collecting at my feet the way they’ve been the last few days.”

“Must get messy.” Her smile was slightly mocking.

“It gets damned inconvenient and uncomfortable is what it gets. I’m not into ego trips or humiliating people, Ms. Alton.”

“You’ve never told a woman ‘no’?”

A dozen times. A hundred times. “Not like this. Not women who think I’m something I’ll never be, women who might get hurt by expecting more than I’m capable of giving, and definitely not women who are a part of my childhood.”

He paused at that, not wanting to think back to his past. To how he and Marilyn Donovan had been sixteen and dating when they’d discovered his father doing a fine job of seducing her mother, a woman Simon would have sworn was impervious to temptation. Holding Marilyn while she cried had changed the way Simon had looked at himself and at women. He knew he was his father’s son. He wasn’t capable of being loyal to one woman. He’d looked for his own dates farther afield than Eldora after that. So that there was no chance he’d ever attempt permanent ties he’d only break. That way he’d never again have to worry about whether his father had slept with the mother of the girl he himself was kissing. Like a wild creature, he’d established his own territory away from his father’s, and though Aaron Cantrell was gone now, the rules still held. No women from Eldora, no women at all who wanted forever. But that was his own personal code. He didn’t want to have to explain the history of it to Emily.

Simon shook his head, knowing Emily was waiting for him to speak. “I know Delia has convinced herself that marriage is something I’m not aware I need, and that here in Eldora, there’s a hometown girl who can work a miracle with me. I don’t agree, and I want to be careful not to cause any damage here. So while I love and respect my aunt a great deal, I don’t intend to let her run my life. What’s needed here is a little preventive medicine, and maybe some evasive action.”

“It’s that big a problem?”

Simon smiled. “Well in the past few days I’ve had women bring me food, clothing and flowers. I’ve found women jogging past my house which is nowhere near the road, peering into my pool, and applying for the position of housekeeper when everyone knows I’ve had the same housekeeper for many, many years. I even found one woman who had somehow found her way into my house and made herself at home in my bathtub.”

“And you want me to dissuade them? Keep them away? How?”

“Simply by being there,” he said, coming to a halt in front of the restaurant. “I’m not asking you to do anything that would make you uncomfortable, Ms. Alton. Just be my houseguest. Stay at the Cantrell home for a few weeks. I chose you because you had a great ‘drop dead’ look that would discourage intruders. You really just have to be here beside me.”

“And what will you be doing while I’m perpetually at your side? If you don’t mind my asking.”

He grinned. Since he had hired her for her backbone, he certainly didn’t mind her asking whatever questions she needed to be comfortable with her role. “Nothing you’d find distressing, I don’t think. Just some business matters mostly. Loose ends. I doubt I’ll be back to Eldora very often after this year. I’ve been staying mostly in Europe for the last few years. Still, before I move away permanently, I’m going to throw a hell of a party. Three weeks from today.

On the outside, it may look like my farewell to Eldora, but in reality, it’s meant to be a surprise party for Delia. And it should be a real surprise since her fiftieth birthday was several weeks ago.”

“And you don’t think some of your...admirers might get wind of your party and show up uninvited?” She nibbled on her lip, clearly worried that she might have to handle crowd control.

Simon raised his brows. “Actually, I’m hoping everyone in town shows up on that night. Especially Delia’s friends. My aunt’s had a setback in her life recently, so this party has to be special. And since party planning isn’t my forte and time is limited, I’d rather not have to spend my days convincing the world I’m not shopping for marriage or even a roommate. Once I’m gone, Del will hopefully reclaim her life and stop messing with mine, but for now I could use a convenient smokescreen. You’ll be perfect.”

“Couldn’t you just put an ad in the paper? Something like, ‘Simon Cantrell is not getting married. Ever.’”

He smiled. “Some people might consider that a challenge.”

“You think any woman’s actually going to run because of me?”

“Would you try to seduce a man while another woman looked on?”

Her face turned a delicious shade of pink. “Seduction’s not usually my game, Mr. Cantrell. I’m as allergic to marriage as you are.”

“Seduction doesn’t necessarily have to be the prelude to marriage.”

The narrow-eyed look she gave him could have felled a lesser man. “I’m thirty-two, and I know that, Mr. Cantrell. But believe me, I’m not the type.”

“I didn’t think so.”

“You don’t have to sound insulting.”

“I wasn’t the one standing on that stage trying to kill a man by staring him to death.”

“It obviously didn’t work.”

He smiled. “Oh, but it did. Your punishing glare was just what I was looking for, Ms. Alton. What woman would come looking for a marriage proposal if she knew she had to get past a formidable woman like you?”

“Flatterer.” Her unexpected smile transformed her face, making her look much younger than the thirty-two years she had mentioned. A familiar and unnerving surge of attraction stirred within him. Unnerving because it was all wrong for this situation, especially wrong for this woman. He carefully tamped it down. It was a good thing he would only be here for three weeks. He didn’t deal well with enforced celibacy. Already it seemed he was feeling the effects of denial.

“Shall we do business, Ms. Alton?” he asked, shutting aside his unwelcome thoughts as he climbed from the car and circled around to open Emily’s door.

Rising to stand beside him, she looked up in his eyes, then edged away slightly. “Do I have a choice?”

“You’re wishing I had something more conventional for you? Some walls to paper? I’m sorry...Emily,” he said, trying to convince her with casualness, “but this is for a good cause.”

“Protecting a man from a bevy of admiring women is a good cause?” To her credit, she was too ladylike to snort at the end of her comment. She settled for simply widening her eyes in disbelief.

“I was talking about your cause, your charity.”

Emily blew out a breath. She looked back up into his eyes. “You’re right, Mr. Cantrell.”

“Simon.”

“Okay, Simon. You’re right. You’re paying me well, and the money will do a great deal of good. I guess I’d better start earning my money. I’m completely at your service.”

The lady’s abrupt change of heart and those words that would signal seduction coming from any other woman’s lips caught Simon off guard, but not for long.

“You’re...at my service?” he asked, with some effort. “Well then, Emily, let’s begin.”
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