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        To all the mothers out there.

        You’ve got this.

        You’re awesome.

        You’re doing a great job.
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      They’re just friends… until they end up vacationing in a hotel room with only one bed.

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

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

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

      
        
        Click here to grab the ebook for free!
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      “That’s it. Good girl, mama.” Gabby finished cleaning the last of the litter of puppies, settled her with her brothers and sisters, and scratched the exhausted new mother behind the ear. “You did so well.”

      “Are they all okay?” the owner asked. She’d been a bundle of nerves throughout the delivery, fidgeting with her clothes and obsessively checking each pup after it made its way into the world. As if Gabby, a veterinarian, might have missed something. But Gabby didn’t mind. Whatever made her feel better.

      “Yes, they’re all in good shape.” Gabby straightened and glanced around the room. She usually cared for larger animals, but the small animal veterinarian had been out of town when the dog went into labor so she’d been called in. She had to admit, she understood the attraction of small animal care. The birth had been far tidier than it would have been for, say, a cow. “It looks like you have everything they need.”

      The owner had gone all out with beds, blankets, food, and toys. Gabby felt like she could leave, safe in the knowledge that these puppies would be spoiled like crazy.

      “Thanks for coming on such short notice,” the owner said. “She wasn’t supposed to be due for another two weeks.”

      Gabby shrugged. “Nature runs on her own schedule. I’m just happy I was around to help.”

      She ran the woman through instructions for care, washed her hands, and headed home with a smile. Delivering a litter of puppies wasn’t a bad way to spend a morning.

      When she arrived at the sprawling property she owned on the edge of Huntly, she parked on the concreted area outside and waved to the half-dozen goats grazing in the adjacent paddock. She took a moment to appreciate the view. Green grass stretched as far as the eye could see. Perhaps it wasn’t as nice as being near the beach, like her brother Shane’s house was in Haven Bay, but it had its own rural charm. Her ginger cat, Thomas, greeted her at the door and butted his head against her legs, purring loudly.

      “Hey, buddy.” She patted him and went to her bedroom, where Luna—a deaf sweetheart of a kitty—was curled on the bed. She blew Luna a kiss and stripped out of her dirty clothes, then grabbed a towel from the cupboard in the hall and showered. When she got out, Thomas was waiting for her. He was the clingiest of her fur babies, although he tried to mask it by acting as though he was the man of the house.

      Gabby dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, put her dirty clothes in the laundry, and checked the time. It was nearly 2 p.m., which meant Marley would be over soon. She and Gabby planned to watch cricket together. Gabby’s boyfriend, Henry, was on the New Zealand men’s team, who were playing against South Africa, and after the match, he would be free for a whole week. It had been close to a month since Gabby had seen him, so she intended to surprise him with a visit tomorrow.

      She was excited to spend time with him. After dedicating most of her twenties to her career, and suffering through one bad date after another during the first couple of years of her thirties, she thought Henry might actually be the one. He was outgoing, fun, and wanted the same things she did: a family, and a place to settle down.

      “Hey, hot stuff!” Marley’s voice rang through the house. Gabby must have been so distracted she hadn’t heard the car pull up. “I have snacks. I have booze. And I’ve got a hunch you might have a ring on your finger by the end of the week.” Marley appeared in the laundry doorway and winked one shimmering eyelid. “You ready?”

      “Give me two seconds to let the girls in, and I’ll be there.”

      Marley grinned. “How are my beautiful snookumses today?”

      “As cheeky as ever.”

      Marley followed Gabby to the back door. When she opened it, Thelma and Louise, her two rescue dogs, bounded toward them with the same enthusiasm with which they embraced everything. Louise’s movements were a little unbalanced because she was missing a leg, courtesy of a hit and run. Thelma loped beside her, her squashed bull terrier face panting happily.

      “Hi, girls.” Gabby knelt to cuddle each of them.

      “Hey, boo!” Marley exclaimed as Thelma licked her. “Aren’t you the sweetest thing?”

      Gabby led the way to the living room with the dogs—and Marley—following behind. She flopped onto the sofa and Thelma immediately tried to jump onto her lap. Gabby shifted her to the side. She was too big to be a lap dog. She found the channel the cricket match was on and settled in to watch. Marley claimed the other end of the sofa, opened a bag of caramel popcorn, and passed it to Gabby.

      “Do you really think he might propose soon?” Gabby asked as the match began.

      “Of course.” Marley tugged a hand through her highlighter-pink hair. “You guys are so cute together it makes me sick. He’s going to want to lock you down as soon as he can.”

      Anticipation tingled in Gabby’s gut. “I hope so.”

      Henry was perfect. He didn’t mind how direct she was, and he hadn’t run when she spelled out her intentions on their first date—unlike most of the men she’d dated. They tended to find her too intense or say that she came on too strong. At first, she hadn’t minded their reactions. She’d thought she was weeding out the ones who were wrong for her. But after a while, it had gotten depressing. Then Henry came along and changed everything.

      The match went on for hours, but in the end, New Zealand won. Gabby and Marley cheered and raised their wine glasses to the team. When the interviews began, Gabby was thrilled to see Henry’s handsome, square-jawed face fill the screen. The interviewer asked a few questions about the match and then gave a sly smile that Gabby suspected meant the conversation was about to take an interesting turn.

      “You’re notoriously private about your personal life, but I’ve heard rumors that a certain special lady has been seen wearing a ring,” the interviewer said. “What do you say to that?”

      Gabby frowned and looked down at her hands. No ring.

      “What the hell?” Marley muttered. “Must have gotten the wrong guy.”

      “Must have,” Gabby agreed, but her stomach soured. She had a bad feeling about this.

      On screen, Henry grinned. “It’s true. Vanessa and I are engaged.”

      “Vanessa?” Gabby shot to her feet, dislodging Thelma, who grumbled in dissatisfaction. “Who’s Vanessa?”

      The interviewer looked like he was about to wet himself with excitement. “You heard it here first. Not only is Henry Gosling off the market, but we can also officially confirm his involvement with Auckland attorney Vanessa Hallborn.”

      “What?” Gabby’s jaw dropped and her heart squeezed painfully. She couldn’t take her gaze from the horror unfolding in front of her even though tears prickled in her eyes and a hollow pit in her stomach told her this wasn’t a nightmare. She was awake, and the man she’d planned on building a life with was apparently engaged to someone else.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Marley demanded.

      “I don’t know.” Gabby reached blindly for her phone. Maybe a phone call with Henry would clear this up. She found his number and hit ‘Call,’ but he didn’t answer. Of course he didn’t. He was still being interviewed. The voicemail prompt played.

      “You’re engaged?” Gabby asked incredulously. “Seriously? Is this real? I don’t understand what’s happening. Please call me back. I need to hear you tell me this is all a big joke.” She hung up.

      Marley wrapped her arms around Gabby and hugged her tightly. “I don’t think this is a joke.”

      Heat rushed to Gabby’s cheeks. She squeezed her eyes shut. If this was really happening, it meant that Henry was a liar and a cheat, not the good, honest man she’d thought he was. He’d played her, and she’d fallen for it. God, what a fool.

      She felt sick. What if her parents were watching this from their home in Wellington? Or her brother? She and Henry had agreed to keep their relationship quiet, which he’d claimed was to protect her from public scrutiny, but she now realized must have been so he could keep her and this Vanessa lady in the dark about each other. Despite that, she’d told her family and Marley. They’d be horrified. What would they think of her? Would they believe she’d known about the other woman? Or just that she was blind and stupid?

      Henry had disappeared from the TV and another player was being interviewed, so Gabby tried calling him again. When he didn’t answer, she sent him a text message instead.

      Gabby: Call me.

      She flopped back onto the couch, breathing heavily. Was she supposed to just lie here and wait for him to respond?

      Fuck that.

      She was driving to Auckland and she was going to ask him to explain face-to-face. She deserved that much.

      “Come on.” She grabbed her purse and strode to the door. “We’re going to Auckland.”

      “Are you sure that’s what you want to do?” Marley asked.

      Gabby shot her a look that said she was one hundred percent certain.

      “Okay, then. I’ll drive. We can call Blake to feed the animals later if you need.” Blake was her twin brother.

      “Thanks.”

      Twenty minutes later, they were hurtling toward Auckland in Marley’s pickup truck when Gabby’s phone pinged with a text alert. She checked the screen and, seeing there was a message from Henry, hurried to open it.

      Henry: Yes, I’m engaged. I’m sorry you had to find out this way, but it doesn’t have to change anything between us.

      What. The. Fuck?

      Did he expect her to be his side chick? How the hell could he say that to her when, even in an alternate universe where she might have been okay with helping him cheat on another woman, he knew it was her dream to have the two point five kids and white picket fence? She could hardly have that while their daddy ran between their home and someone else’s.

      Shit, had she been his side chick already? If he was engaged to Vanessa, then Gabby couldn’t be considered his main girl. She’d been aiding and abetting a cheater. Nausea rolled through her.

      “The nerve of this boy,” Marley spat, leaning over to read what he’d said.

      A sob burst from Gabby, startlingly loud in the silent vehicle. With tears streaming down her cheeks, she opened the window and threw her phone through it as hard as she could.

      “Are you crazy?” Marley demanded. “Now we’re going to have to go find that.”

      “Don’t stop,” she said. Whatever was on that phone, she didn’t want it. No doubt Henry would message again, and so would Mum and Shane. She couldn’t deal with it. If she needed to call someone, they could use Marley’s phone. “And don’t turn back.”

      “Hell no.” Marley reached out and intertwining her fingers with Gabby’s. “We’re still going to Auckland and we’re going to fuck shit up.”
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      Logan Pride poured a beer for an American tourist and scowled across the bar to where Gabrielle Walker sat opposite a stocky guy in a plaid shirt and holey jeans. She was on another date. Logan didn’t recognize the guy, which meant he must have been from out of town. As the owner of The Den, the only pub in Haven Bay, he knew the locals by sight, and in most cases by name too.

      Whoever this man was, he wasn’t good enough for Gabby, who’d gone out of her way to look nice for the occasion. The least her date could have done was scrub the dirt off his boots.

      “Cider, please.”

      Logan jerked in surprise and forced himself to smile at the pretty brunette who’d been trying to get his attention.

      “Sure thing, honey.” He poured the drink and took her payment, watching as she rejoined a group of women at the table in the back corner. On another night, he might have tried to flirt with her, but he was off his game. He had been ever since Gabby strolled back into his life after a year-long hiatus and proceeded to go out with every man under forty-five in a fifty-mile radius except for him.

      He couldn’t lie. When she’d turned up in town a few months ago, he’d hoped they might pick up where they left off before her last relationship—arguing and falling into bed once or twice a year, while never, ever mentioning it to anyone else. Unfortunately, she hadn’t had the same idea. Instead, she’d gone into avoid mode. The only times he saw her were either when she was on a date or with her brother, Shane—his close friend. She hadn’t replied to any of his text messages and wasn’t home the evening he’d gone over to say hi. Or, you know, to persuade her to have another romp for old times’ sake.

      It wasn’t that he wanted to date Gabby, or that he even particularly liked her—although he respected her plenty—but their chemistry was off the charts, and bantering with her made him feel alive in a way that flirting with other women didn’t. There was something about her that he found addictive.

      “Maybe she’s ignoring you because she’s looking for The One,” he murmured to himself. God knew that wasn’t him. After being abandoned by his father and raised by a single mum, the last thing he wanted was to fall into the trap of thinking he could have a happily ever after. He knew what he was. A player and a flirt, just like his dad. He wasn’t capable of committing to a woman long-term, and if he tried to, he’d only end up hurting the person he was supposed to love.

      He kept an eye on Gabby and the man he’d internally dubbed “the farmer” while they shared a romantic meal of fries and pizza and drank a couple of pints. Gradually, the other patrons left the bar, until they were the only ones remaining. Logan edged closer as he wiped down tables, trying to eavesdrop on their conversation. The farmer was rambling on about a recent hunting trip. Logan cringed, waiting for Gabby to put him in his place. She was a vegetarian and a staunch believer in animal rights. But she didn’t say anything. The farmer moved on to making crude remarks that were presumably supposed to be flattering—clearly angling to take her to bed.

      He finished with, “What do you say we get out of here and head back to my place?”

      “No.” Gabby shot him down with no emotion. Logan cheered internally. It was about time. “Thank you for dinner, but I won’t be going home with you tonight. I already told you that I want to take things slow, and if you can’t respect that, then we won’t be having a second date.”

      The guy stared at her for a moment, as if he couldn’t believe what he’d heard, then he chuckled. “I think you’re taking what I said out of context, sweetheart. We can wait to get to the good stuff.” He waggled his eyebrows, then looked her up and down. “You look like you’ll be worth it.”

      Logan turned away from them and rolled his eyes. Did Gabby not realize she could do better than that? Sure, she was a pain in his ass half the time, but there was no denying she was gorgeous, with thick dark hair, delicate features, and eyes that seemed golden in the dim light. She was an animal doctor too. Pretty, smart, the whole package.

      He moved further away. Gabby and her date exchanged a few more words, growing heated, until the man stalked out of the pub and she dropped her face into her hands. Her shoulders sagged. He wished he could give her a hug, but if he tried, she’d probably bite his head off.

      She raised her eyes to his and glared. “I suppose you think this is funny, do you?”

      “No, I—”

      “Is it too much to ask for a guy who wants to know what’s going on in my head in addition to wanting to get me naked?” she interrupted, then pressed her lips together.

      “You do look great naked,” he quipped, instantly regretting the comment when her face fell. “Hey, sorry, what I meant was—”

      “I know what you meant, Logan,” she snapped. “You’re no better than the rest of them. At least they’re open to discussing the possibility of a relationship.”

      “Hey.” Her words hurt more than they should have. “Maybe I’m just more honest than them. I tell women what I am and am not capable of before I blow their minds. That’s better than playing along until I’ve got what I want, like some of those assholes you’ve been dating recently.”

      Her jaw dropped and her eyes glittered dangerously. “Call it what you want. The outcome is the same.”

      “A happy woman in my bed?”

      She huffed. “Ugh, why are you so frustrating? Sometimes I just want to scream in your face.”

      “Same goes, Gabs. I’d love to have you screaming under me again.” He shouldn’t antagonize her, but the anger blazing through her now was better than the defeat he’d caught a glimpse of earlier. Gabby was a firecracker. She should never let the world get her down.

      “You.” Her hands fisted on the table. “You’re insane.”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “Maybe. Maybe not. But I bet I could be a hell of a distraction.”

      “Nope.” She held her hands up as if warding him off. “No, no, no. Don’t even think about it. You’re not touching me.”

      He sighed. At least he’d tried. “All right, then.”

      He turned to wipe down another table but as he laid the cloth on the surface, a hand gripped his shoulder and spun him around. A couple of seconds later, a pair of soft, warm lips landed on his, and his arms were full of Gabby. He grinned against her mouth. Well, damn. She tasted just as intoxicating as she used to.
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      What the hell was she doing?

      Gabby had been firm with herself ever since she moved to Haven Bay to be closer to her brother and his family. Under no circumstances was she to hook up with Logan Pride again. Yet here she was, her lips pressed to his, her legs wrapped around his hips. His hands curved around her ass and squeezed gently. His tongue plundered her mouth as skillfully as it had half a dozen times before.

      No. Bad Gabby. Get off him.

      Logan was her personal kryptonite. Over six feet of tousle-haired, blue-eyed, flirtatious goodness, who could make her come harder than any other man she’d been with. He was also, unfortunately, not in the market for a girlfriend. Never had been, and probably never would be. All he seemed to want was to screw as many people as possible in as many ways as possible, and she was a little ashamed of how many times she’d succumbed to him in the past. Especially when she knew how it ended: with him cooking her breakfast and sending her on her way, and her lying to Shane about where she’d spent the night.

      She hooked her arms around his neck as he carried her through the “staff only” door and backed her against a wall, out of sight of prying eyes. Their mouths bumped, teeth clashed, and he pulled away.

      “Do you want me to stop?” he asked, his voice dark with passion.

      She weighed her options in a millisecond. Say “yes” and protect her moral high ground, or say “no” and wallow in the way he made her feel desirable more than any other man ever had. Even though she knew she couldn’t have a future with Logan, he was a master at making her feel like the sexiest woman on the planet. Tonight, after yet another demoralizing date, she needed that.

      She took a breath. “Don’t stop.”

      He grinned, his baby blues twinkling. “I’m so glad you said that.” He loosened his hold on her and she slid down his body. “Come on. I can’t carry you up the stairs. I’m too old for that shit.”

      She laughed. “Are you trying to get me to stroke your ego?”

      “No.” He pouted, drawing another laugh from her. Logan may have his faults, but God, he was fun.

      “You’re only thirty-four,” she called after him as he went to lock the front door.

      “In retired sportsman years, that’s ancient,” he said, hurrying back to join her as she climbed the stairs to his apartment above the pub.

      “So it is.” She waited while he unlocked the door, then stripped off her dress, dropped it and her purse, and danced out of reach. “Come and get me, Granddad.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Oh, you’ll pay for that.”

      She ran toward the bedroom, hearing his footsteps thudding behind her. Just as she reached the bed, he grabbed her waist and tackled her onto the mattress, landing on top of her and pinning her down. Her breath hitched, and she wriggled her butt, brushing against the hard imprint of his erection behind the fly of his jeans. He rocked into the cleft of her ass, creating delicious friction both where he touched her and where she was flattened against the bedspread, only the thin fabric of her panties between them.

      His hands stroked down her sides, stoking the fire inside her hotter. She moaned and arched against him. His fingers feathered along her ribcage, and then, as she tried to twist around to kiss him, he tickled her underarms. She shrieked and pulled her arms against her sides. When that didn’t stop him, she tried to buck him off.

      “Cut it out, you ass,” she hissed, rolling her hips, pivoting from side to side. He finally stopped the torture in favor of gripping her hips so she couldn’t dislodge him. She flopped against the mattress, panting, and turned her face enough to glare at him. “Not cool.”

      He lowered himself along her body, his clothes scraping over her sensitized skin, until his mouth was beside her ear. “I told you you’d pay.”

      So he had. And honestly, she kind of liked it. Not that she’d ever admit as much. His tickling had gotten her out of her head for a moment, and that was worth everything.

      He peeled himself off her back and rolled her over, so they were face to face. She shot him the bird. His eyes darkened, and focused on her mouth. Her lips parted and he groaned. “You are the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, even when you’re flipping me off.”

      She wet her lips, watching his pupils dilate. He yanked his t-shirt off over his head, exposing a gloriously tanned and muscled chest. Her gaze zipped to his ripped abdomen, where a golden happy trail delved beneath the waistband of his jeans.

      “Take them off,” she said. “I need to see you.”

      Despite all the dates she’d been on after moving to Haven Bay, she hadn’t been intimate with a man since Henry. There was something comforting about knowing that this was Logan and that even if he drove her crazy at times, he’d never hold back with her or let her believe she was anything other than a sex goddess.

      “Like this?” he asked, one side of his mouth hitching up as he slowly dragged his zipper down.

      “More.”

      His grin widened. He shoved the denim down his hips to reveal a defined V and a dusting of hair above the part of him she knew could make her feel better than anything else. “Is this enough?”

      “You know it’s not,” she complained. “Get it all off. I haven’t had a non-self-induced orgasm for months. Now’s not the time to tease.”

      He paused. “Really?”

      She fought the urge to tell him to hurry again. “Yes, really. Now please, take your jeans off. The underwear too.”

      He winked. “Your wish is my command.”

      He shucked off the remainder of his clothes and rose above her, naked and toned and gorgeous. Then he lowered himself over her and peppered kisses from the bottom of her ribs down to her sex, settling over her panties and laving his tongue against the softness beneath. Gabby sighed and rolled herself against his mouth, riding his tongue, desperate for more. He pulled her panties down and she gasped as he licked her as if she were his favorite dessert. He pinned her thighs down with his forearms and feasted on her until she was whimpering, wet, and desperate for him.

      “Please,” she begged, too far gone to be embarrassed by how needy she sounded. “I need you inside me.” She wanted him to erase the memories of Henry, even though she knew that wasn’t fair. “There’s a condom in my purse.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Who were you planning to use that with?”

      “I don’t know.” Nor did she much care right now. “I just always have one.”

      That seemed to settle him because he reached for her purse and withdrew the condom. He sheathed himself and notched his body between her thighs.

      “Last time to change your mind, firecracker.”

      Guh. As if she’d change anything when he was pressed so tightly to her heat.

      She raised herself onto her elbows and nipped at his throat. “Do it.”

      “Gladly.”

      He sank inside her, and she exhaled slowly, forcing her muscles to relax. It had been a while. When he was buried deep, he knocked against her clit and her head fell back, her eyes closed in pleasure.

      “You’re so fucking gorgeous.” The words were rough. He withdrew and thrust into her again, bumping against the bundle of nerves that drove her wild. Gabby circled her legs around him and locked them behind him, meeting each thrust as they drove her higher, wound her tighter, and she spiraled out of control.

      Logan clasped her tightly to him and kissed her ferociously, as though trying to taste her very essence.

      She needed this. Needed him.

      “Harder,” she whispered, trusting him to give her what she asked for. Logan wasn’t the guy who was overly careful with women. He was the guy who ruined them for all others.

      He slammed into her, angling her so she saw stars every time their bodies came together. “Is this what you want, honey?”

      “Yes.” She clung to him as pleasure built, clutching his strong shoulders, and buried her face in the side of his neck. “More.”

      He slid into her again, and again. Her head lolled and her eyes closed .

      “Look at me,” he ordered.

      Her eyes fluttered open.

      He grunted approvingly. “Need you to know who’s making you come.”

      Oh, wow. That was too much. She gazed into his eyes as her release barreled into her, making her shake and cry his name.

      “That’s it, baby.” Their mouths met in a messy kiss as he pumped his hips once more and buried himself deep inside her. His cock jerked and she tightened her channel around him, smiling with satisfaction as he cursed and shuddered.

      When he stilled, he drew out of her and got rid of the condom, then grabbed a cloth and cleaned them both up.

      “Get off the covers,” he said, and she felt a pang of disappointment. Was he kicking her out already?

      He snorted. “Not like that. I just want to get under the blankets. Come on, you know I’m a cuddler.”

      She smiled. He was, and she loved that. Somehow, one-night stands felt less businesslike when they were followed by cuddles. She scooted under the blankets and waited until he snuggled up behind her, pulling her back against his chest. Then she closed her eyes and let sleep claim her. She’d worry about regretting him in the morning.
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      Gabby woke in the dark with a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. She’d done it again. She’d fallen into bed with Logan Pride. Did she have no self-control? After trying too hard to keep her distance from him for weeks, she’d given in the instant they were alone.

      Shame tightened her throat. Not shame over being with Logan, but for failing to keep her word to herself and for once again doing something she’d have to hide from Shane. It shouldn’t be so difficult to resist Logan when she knew he couldn’t—or wouldn’t—give her what she wanted. Children. Marriage. A family. But she’d never been able to stay away from him. Even when they fought, it inevitably led to the bedroom. For years, she and Logan had shared furtive nights together. She’d justified not telling Shane because it was more a series of one-night stands than any type of relationship, and when she’d moved here, she’d promised herself it would never happen again.

      Yet here she was.

      With a sigh, she extricated herself from his embrace, freezing when he murmured in his sleep, but he didn’t wake. She placed one foot on the floor and then the other, gradually easing herself away, afraid that if she disturbed him, he’d convince her to go for round two. One slip-up she could live with, but two would be stupid.

      She left the bedroom and searched the darkened living room for her dress and purse, then pulled the dress over her head as silently as possible. She abandoned her underwear—she’d wake him if she went back for them—and kept her feet bare, the better to make her escape. Fortunately, February mornings were mild, so she didn’t have to worry about her toes freezing. She let herself out of the apartment, gently closed the door, and tiptoed down the stairs. At the bottom, she left via the fire exit, which automatically locked behind her, and beelined for her car. She pressed a button on her key fob to unlock it and climbed into the driver’s seat.

      “Why?” she asked herself in frustration as soon as the door shut behind her. “Why do you sabotage yourself? No matter how hot or fun Logan is, he’s never going to be the father of your children.” He’d made that obvious the first time they met. He’d given her the talk she suspected he gave all of his hookups.

      All I want is fun. No strings. I’m never going to settle down. I’ll be a bachelor until the day I die.

      Yada yada yada.

      Honestly, it had been a little insulting that he’d thought she needed it spelled out. She’d told him so and started to walk away, but he’d made a smart-ass remark that immediately lured her back. They’d bickered, and before she knew it, they were in his bed. That seemed to be how it went with him. He overrode her good sense. Being with him, even for one night, messed with her head. She needed to focus on her goal of finding the right guy to make a family with. She was in her thirties, after all. She couldn’t afford to waste valuable time or mental real estate on Logan or to fall into that old pattern with him.

      She started the car and drove to her new home, a few minutes outside of Haven Bay on the inland side of town. Fortunately, she’d fed the cats and dogs before she went on her date, otherwise she’d have had a whole other layer of guilt to contend with. She parked near the door and let herself in. Thomas greeted her, meowing loudly, his eyes shining green in the light from her phone. Behind him, two other furry outlines with glowing eyes waited. Probably Mouse and Karen. Luna would be asleep. She was more independent than the others.

      “Hi, babies,” she said, feeling like a teenager who’d been caught sneaking out of her room. “Sorry I’m late.”

      Thomas bumped his head against her leg and meowed again. She scooped him up and buried her face in his furry body. He purred as loudly as an engine. She carried him through the house and held him with one arm while she used the other to open the back door. Thelma and Louise were waiting outside. They had crates with blankets on the back doorstep but much preferred sleeping in the house when they got the chance. Louise shivered in a way that was no doubt designed to make Gabby feel guilty.

      “It’s not that cold,” she muttered, although the breeze was a bit chilly. “Never mind. Come to bed.”

      She brushed her teeth and slipped beneath the blankets, finding a warm ball of fur already waiting for her. Luna. The other animals surrounded her and she smiled. She loved being close to them and sharing in their unconditional love.

      “No more Logan Pride,” she promised them. “That was the last time.”

      Karen made a judgmental sound, as if she doubted Gabby’s word. She wasn’t the only one.
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        * * *

      

      Logan’s arms were empty. As was his bed. He blinked his eyes open and looked around. There was no sign of Gabby. Groaning, he sat up and stretched, then scanned the floor. Her underwear were still there, but when he stopped to listen, the apartment was dead silent. Disappointment flashed through him at the thought that she’d probably left. He’d have liked to see her this morning. He could have cooked her breakfast and chatted about what she’d been up to since she moved to town—aside from dating everyone other than him. He’d heard from Shane that she’d joined the staff of the rural veterinary clinic, but he wasn’t sure what that entailed. Working with the local farms, perhaps. There weren’t too many stock farms in the area, but there were a handful, and the next nearest clinic was quite a drive away so their clinic probably covered the entire district.

      Now, he wouldn’t get the chance to ask her about it. He flopped back against the pillows and stared at the ceiling. Perhaps it was better that way. Gabby intrigued him, and the more time he spent with her, the more he wanted to know her better. That would lead nowhere good. He’d only end up hurting her, and that would be a shitty thing to do, especially when she was fresh out of a relationship and probably nursing wounds because of it. He didn’t know much about her ex, but from what he’d heard, it hadn’t been an amicable breakup.

      “Leave her alone,” he muttered to himself. “She’s been through enough. She doesn’t need you messing with her any more than you already have.”

      If he tried to get close to her, there was no doubt he’d hurt her somehow. All his life, Logan had been told how similar he was to his no-good father. He had the same hair, the same carefree attitude, and the same reputation as a womanizer. Not to mention they shared a love of surfing and wide open spaces. Summed up, this equaled one truth. Logan would be a crappy boyfriend or husband, just like his dad had been.

      Stop wallowing in self-pity.

      He forced himself to get up, confirm that she was gone, shower off the smell of sex, and don a clean outfit. When he was presentable, he went downstairs to finish last night’s cleanup. It only took a half hour to have The Den smelling of disinfectant rather than spilled beer. Then he wandered out the front door and across the town square, smiling at the people clustered around the fountain in the center of the square, until he reached Cafe Oasis. The tables inside were nearly full, thanks to the tourists who flocked to the bay on the weekends.

      He walked inside and joined the short line, checking the cabinet before deciding on a cream cheese and salmon bagel. He ordered from Lana, the middle-aged woman who owned the cafe, and took one of the few remaining empty seats in the corner. He enjoyed a latte and ate his breakfast while listening to Irene and Nell from the Bridge Club—a group of retirees who spent more time gossiping than playing cards—discuss their romance sweepstakes.

      They’d been running the sweepstakes for a couple of years, betting on which people would form couples and when. The pool of singles was dwindling though, and it sounded as if poor Gabby was now their biggest subject of speculation. At least they were leaving him alone. Earlier on in the sweepstakes, they’d tried to include him, but now they seemed to take him at his word when he said he wouldn’t settle down.

      He left the cafe with a friendly wave for the two ladies and headed for the beach. Since it was before eight on a Sunday, hardly anyone was around. He spotted a runner in the distance. Perhaps Sterling from the bed and breakfast, or Michael, the school principal. He went to the trailer he rented for the surfing school he ran, and grabbed his wet suit from inside. Then he glanced around to make sure no one was watching, changed into the wet suit, and tucked one of the surfboards under his arm.

      He drew in a lungful of sea air as he made his way to the water, and smiled. God, he loved that smell. The ocean was his favorite place. As a teen, he’d spent hours riding the waves, which had stood him in good stead for his years as a professional competitive surfer, and now for running his own surfing school. He waded into the shallows. It was cold at this time of day. When he’d gone far enough that the waves lapped at his waist, he climbed onto the board and started paddling. He loved the burn in his arms. He could surf all day, if not for his bung knee. Most of the time, it didn’t slow him down too much, but he’d never have the same effortless grace he used to, and if he overdid things, he’d regret it later.

      He positioned himself in the water, waiting for the right wave to roll under him. He tuned in to his surroundings, allowing everything else to drop away. Out here, all was peaceful. Or at least, it usually was. Today, for some reason, he couldn’t shake the guilt of betraying Shane’s trust again. He’d just have to stay away from Gabby from now on. Otherwise, he’d be forced to have a very awkward conversation with his friend.
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      By some miracle, Gabby had managed to keep her distance from Logan after the night they shared together. For the last six weeks, she’d stayed away from The Den, and he must have been doing his part to avoid her too because they never ran into each other in the minimart or at The Shack—the local ice cream parlor and cupcake shop. A couple of times, she saw him leading a surfing class from a distance, but she knew better than to approach.

      Despite her success on that front, she hadn’t gone on any more dates. She was being more cautious in vetting people because she knew she needed to prevent a repeat of the circumstances that had led her to Logan’s bed in the past, which meant no more self-pitying episodes after terrible dates. Ergo, there could be no more terrible dates.

      Fortunately, she didn’t need to worry about men tonight. Well, except for little ones. It was Friday, which meant that Shane’s friends were meeting for poker. She was catching up with Faith, Shane’s partner, and Charity, Faith’s sister, while they looked after Shane’s sons, Dylan and Hunter.
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