
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

            Copyright © 2018 by Robin Lanier

Excerpt from Here Comes the Bride © 2017 by Robin Lanier

Cover illustration and design by Elizabeth Turner Stokes. Cover copyright © 2018 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Forever

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
forever-romance.com
twitter.com/foreverromance

            First Edition: April 2018

            Forever is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing.The Forever name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            ISBNs: 978-1-5387-1286-3 (mass market); 978-1-5387-1287-0 (ebook)

            E3-20171120-DANF

         

      

   


    Table of Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Acknowledgments

   	Chapter One

   	Chapter Two

   	Chapter Three

   	Chapter Four

   	Chapter Five

   	Chapter Six

   	Chapter Seven

   	Chapter Eight

   	Chapter Nine

   	Chapter Ten

   	Chapter Eleven

   	Chapter Twelve

   	Chapter Thirteen

   	Chapter Fourteen

   	Chapter Fifteen

   	Chapter Sixteen

   	Chapter Seventeen

   	Chapter Eighteen

   	Chapter Nineteen

   	Epilogue

   	About the Author

   	Praise for Hope Ramsay

   	Also by Hope Ramsay

   	Want more Hope Ramsay?




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Begin Reading
     
    

   	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    




  
   
      
         
             For Carla

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Acknowledgments

         

         First and foremost I’d like to thank my friend Caroline Bradley for helping me flesh out Courtney’s list of “man types.” Caroline and I had great fun coming up with this list. Even though we may have descended into a tiny bit of man-bashing, it was for a good cause. I always intended to redeem both Courtney and Matt. I’d also like to acknowledge the authors in the Ruby Slippered Sisterhood’s chat room, who kept me accountable during the three months of almost non-stop writing that was necessary in order to meet this book’s deadline. In particular, I want to thank AJ, Janet, Cynthia, Lenee, and Debbie. You guys rock as cheerleaders. As always, I would be nowhere in my career without my agent, Elaine English, my wonderful editor of many years, Alex Logan, and the fabulous team at Forever Romance, who continue to support me through the ups and downs of this business. Thank you all very much.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Courtney Wallace hated the month of June.

         The sixth month of the year brought heat, humidity, and a mother lode of brides. Why everyone wanted to get married in June was a mystery. In Courtney’s opinion, September and October were the best months to get married.

         But for some reason, September and October were slow months at Eagle Hill Manor, where Courtney was the main wedding and event planner. And June was nothing short of a madhouse. It was still a week shy of Memorial Day, and already the inn’s lineup of June brides had stressed her out. Today she’d had to deal with no less than three June-bride meltdowns.

         So drinks at the Jaybird Café and Music Hall sounded like a great way to unwind, especially since it was Wednesday—open mic night—and Courtney’s friend Arwen Jacobs was planning to perform. Arwen, who was painfully shy about singing in public, needed all the support she could get. Her songs were wonderful, complicated, and insightful, which meant people tended to talk over them.

         Courtney and Arwen sat at their favorite table, toward the back of the room, away from the stage. As usual, Arwen looked like an accountant in a blue suit and a white silk T-shirt. She’d pulled her brown hair into a side part with a tortoiseshell clip in a no-nonsense style that made her look about nineteen. The freckles across her nose added to the impression. Unlike the other musicians and wannabes who showed up on Wednesday nights, Arwen didn’t believe in pretending to be someone she wasn’t. Most of the other performers sat close to the stage, and their hair color ran the gamut from natural to bright purple.

         “You’ll be fine,” Courtney said.

         “If I can get my fingers to stop shaking.” Arwen took a long swig of her Diet Coke. She never drank on open mic nights.

         Courtney rolled her head to loosen her tight neck muscles and drew in a deep breath filled with the scent of the bacon and cheese potato skins sitting on the table between them. She loved this place with its scarred tables and exposed-brick walls. The music hall was anything but pretentious. To Courtney, it was like her home away from home.

         She took a swig of her Manhattan. “Ah, this drink is exactly what I need tonight. Have I mentioned how much I hate June brides?” she said.

         Arwen nodded and then suddenly stilled, like a fawn caught in the headlights.

         Courtney followed her friend’s gaze to the front door, where Matthew Lyndon had just strolled into the Jaybird looking precisely like Casanova, or maybe Don Juan.

         Whichever. It didn’t matter. He was pure sex in motion, all wide shoulders and slim hips and a sinewy way of moving, like an athlete, or a dancer, or a dangerous, predatory cat. Courtney didn’t know very much about him, except that he was a member of the Lyndon family, which around these parts made him local royalty. That, and the fact that he was a Hook-up Artist and a jerk.

         Courtney had developed a list of male loser types that any woman should avoid at all costs. The list included the Man Baby, the Nice Guy Not, the Space Invader, the Too Selfless to Be True, and the Emotionally Unavailable. But the Hook-up Artist was number one on her list of losers. A Hook-up Artist was the kind of player any wise woman would stay away from.

         Courtney was about to look away from the loser when Brandon Kopp strolled in right behind him.

         “Oh my God, the Lyndons and the Kopps have arrived,” Arwen said. “Damn. I hate it when people from work show up on Wednesdays. Maybe I’ll take my name off the list.” Arwen curled into herself, trying to become as inconspicuous as possible.

         Courtney continued to watch the two men as they moved toward the bar at the side of the dining room. Matthew and Brandon were a pair—the Hook-up Artist and the Nice Guy Not, who had dumped his fiancée at the altar. A Nice Guy Not looked like a perfect mate until you realized that he expected adoration for common courtesies like saying please and thank you.

         The men settled on a pair of barstools right next to Ryan Pierce, the epitome of the Emotionally Unavailable Man—a man type that needed no real explanation. It was sort of like a rogue’s gallery of guys on Courtney’s list.

         “Has Brandon left his job on Capitol Hill?” Courtney asked, turning back toward Arwen. Last autumn, Brandon Kopp was supposed to have joined his father’s law firm, Lyndon, Lyndon & Kopp, but instead he’d dumped his bride at the altar and taken a job in DC.

         Arwen shook her head. “Not Brandon, Matt. He joined the firm. Today. They made Andrew Lyndon a partner and then brought Matt in as an associate. So now Lyndon, Lyndon, and Kopp is more like Lyndon, Lyndon, Lyndon, Lyndon, and Kopp. At least they’re all easy on the eye.”

         Arwen’s day job as a paralegal at LL&K was in every respect more important to her than the songs she wrote and performed as a hobby. She worked on all the firm’s pro bono cases and tried to right the world’s wrongs.

         Courtney leaned forward. “Arwen, promise me you will stay as far away from Matt Lyndon as you can. The guy’s a Hook-up Artist.”

         “No worries. Even if he wasn’t a player, I’d have to be careful. It’s just not a good idea to hook up with anyone you work with, especially in a law firm. And besides, I don’t think a guy like Matt Lyndon would look at me twice.” She paused a moment, her gaze riding over the men at the bar. “But he’s sure looking at you.”

         “No, he’s not,” Courtney insisted even as Matt Lyndon’s three-hundred-watt gaze rode over her body, stirring up awareness. What was it about that man? He gave off heat like an industrial furnace.

         “Yes, he is,” Arwen said. “And to be honest, Ryan’s throwing shade at you too.”

         Courtney turned her head a little for a quick glimpse of Ryan. Oh boy, he was giving her the look. There was nothing sexy about this. The ex-marine with the giant biceps and the military buzz cut was a member of the Shenandoah Falls Police Force. In addition to being emotionally unavailable, he masqueraded as Dudley Do-Right.

         Ryan had potential, but whoever unlocked him would have to be ready to deal with his emotional baggage, whatever it was. That made Ryan ten times more dangerous than Matt in some ways. Ryan could fool a girl into thinking he cared. And even worse, a girl could delude herself into thinking she could change him, or heal him, or whatever. Not a good risk all the way around.

         “Oh my God, he’s coming over here.”

         “Who? Matt?” A three-alarm fire ignited in Courtney’s core.

         Arwen shook her head just as Ryan appeared at Courtney’s elbow.

         “May I?” His voice came from the depths of his chest. He could probably do a great Barry White imitation if he wanted to.

         He didn’t wait for a formal invitation. He simply slipped into a seat and said, “Hey,” in that monosyllabic way that proved without question that he was emotionally unavailable.

         Arwen helped herself to another loaded potato skin and sat back in her chair, watching Courtney as if she was making mental notes for her next song. Arwen had captured quite a few of Courtney’s romantic mistakes and turned them into imaginative hook lines like “he broke my heart and I broke his car.”

         “I saw you looking at Brandon Kopp,” Ryan said.

         Oh, the dear man was so wrong; she hadn’t spared one minute looking at that loser. But she didn’t disabuse Ryan of his mistake. “So? It’s a free country.”

         “His Camaro is out in the parking lot, and if you do anything to it—I mean anything—I’ll take you in for destruction of property. Is that clear? This vendetta has got to stop.”

         “Anything?” she asked, giving him a wide-eyed innocent stare. “What if I put a bumper sticker on his fender that says ‘Humanitarian Onboard’ or something like that?”

         Ryan scowled. “No bumper stickers. Not even nice ones. And do not unscrew his license plates again, please.”

         “You’re no fun, you know that?” She let go of a long sigh. Harassing Brandon by sabotaging his car was fair game in her book, even though Brandon had gotten his comeuppance when Laurie Wilson dumped him for Brandon’s best friend. But she just couldn’t let it go. Any guy who dumped his fiancée at the altar deserved to have his life disrupted in small but annoying ways.

         “It’s not my job to be fun, Courtney. It’s my job to keep the peace.”

         And he took that so seriously, didn’t he? “All right. I guess that’s fair. I mean Laurie is marrying Andrew in a couple of weeks.”

         Ryan nodded and took a sip of his Coke. “Good. And I don’t want you raiding the cradle either.” He managed a crooked smile.

         “Whatever does that mean?” she asked, even though she had a good idea what he was trying to say.

         “Courtney, you were just ogling Matt Lyndon like he’s a pint of Ben and Jerry’s Karamel Sutra ice cream.”

         “And this is your business because?”

         “Because I actually care about you. Because Matt Lyndon is too young for you. Because we both know he’s a player. But mostly because I just overheard Brandon Kopp express the opinion that you are an ice queen, and Matt countered that he could seduce you in less than two dates.” Ryan grinned like the Cheshire cat.

         “No way. He didn’t,” Arwen said, suddenly coming out of her shell. Oh brother. Courtney could almost see the musical wheels turning in Arwen’s mind.

         “Oh yes. He did,” Ryan said with a sober look in his blue eyes. “And then Brandon bet him a hundred dollars that he couldn’t.”

         “No,” Arwen and Courtney said in unison.

         Ryan nodded. “And Matt took the bet.”

         
              

         

         Matt tucked Brandon’s business card into the inside pocket of his suit jacket. Of course he didn’t need Brandon’s contact information, but the card served as Brandon’s marker. One hundred dollars if he wrangled the ice queen into bed.

         “You sure you don’t want to put a time frame on that?” he asked. “Because having an indefinite period of time to pursue her gives me the advantage, you know.”

         Brandon snorted a laugh. “You’re delusional.”

         “Why do you say that?” Matt turned on his barstool and studied his friend. Brandon was a couple of years older, but that didn’t mean he had any experience. Not when it came to women. Brandon had spent the last ten years in a serious, committed relationship with Laurie Wilson. Last August, he’d halted the wedding with a heartfelt speech about needing to date other people. The drama had been hard on Laurie, and Matt truly felt for her.

         But he’d also understood Brandon’s fear. Matt had done everything in his power to help Brandon learn how to play the field, but the guy just wasn’t a player. And he’d been a jerk to think that he could dump his girlfriend at the altar and then somehow win her back.

         “Courtney Wallace is a little psycho if you ask me,” Brandon said. “I’m really tired of her messing with my car. Someone needs to teach her a lesson.”

         “Whoa, wait a sec. I’m happy to have a little fun with her, but I’m not into teaching her a lesson.”

         “A little fun? Bro, I want you to break her heart. Honestly, I’d throw another C note into it if you could assure me of that.”

         Matt straightened on the barstool. “I can’t take that bet.”

         “Why not?”

         “Because I never lead a woman on. It’s one of my rules. I’m not into breaking hearts, Brandon. I’m into enjoying women.”

         “Well, rule or not, I’d like to see that woman suffer. Do you have any idea how hard it is to get the smell of spoiled milk out of a car’s carpets?”

         “No. And I truly feel your pain,” Matt said.

         “So you’re not taking the bet?”

         “Oh, I’m taking the bet, all right. I’ve had my eye on her for quite some time.” He stood up.

         “You’re making a move now? But she’s sitting with Ryan Pierce.”

         Matt shrugged nonchalantly. “I’m not worried about the competition.” He snagged his beer and strolled across the bar’s dining room.

         Brandon didn’t understand how this game worked. A guy looking for action needed to be ready at all times. The world was filled with hot women, and Courtney Wallace was the definition of hot. She had curves, lots of them, and a sweet little rack that was mouthwatering. Combine that with that wide-open, blue-eyed stare of hers. If you didn’t know better, you might think Courtney Wallace was sweet and naive.

         But Courtney fell into the category of wise beyond her years. And that made her a special challenge.

         Not that Matt usually wasted his time with women like Courtney when there were so many ready to tumble into his bed. Why waste his time on someone who’d built walls around herself and made it clear she wasn’t interested?

         He had two reasons. First, he needed to show Brandon that any woman was fair game. It was a matter of attitude. Matt had once been where Brandon was now. Kind of dorky when it came to women. The guy needed inspiration.

         And his second reason was entirely personal. If he was going to be stuck here in Shenandoah Falls, working for his father, he needed something adventurous to fill his time. This wasn’t Washington, DC, where the number of single, willing females was plentiful. This was little Shenandoah Falls. And Courtney Wallace probably ranked right up there as the hottest single girl in town.

         And she just happened to be sitting with Ryan Pierce. Pierce knew a hot woman when he saw one. So taking a full-frontal approach wasn’t going to work. Besides, he had some history with Courtney. She’d shut him down a couple of times already.

         Instead he headed straight for Arwen Jacobs because he had something in common with her. They both worked at LL&K, and that gave him a hook. A reason to approach, something to say, and the appearance of spontaneity. All of which were crucial.

         “Arwen, I see you’re signed up for the open mic tonight. I didn’t know you had musical talent.”

         She blushed, probably because she was embarrassed that someone from work was here to see her perform. He took a seat next to her, gave Courtney a quick glance, and then asked, “What kind of music do you do?”

         “She’s a singer-songwriter,” Courtney said. “And you probably should be careful because anything you say or do is likely to end up in one of her songs. She’s got a talent for capturing the ups and downs of life as a single woman.”

         Score. Courtney just couldn’t help herself. He turned toward her with a smile. “I guess I’ll have to be careful, then.”

         Courtney leaned forward, cocked her head, and tossed her hair back. Bingo. That little hair toss was a giveaway. She was interested. But then, he already knew that. He’d danced this dance with Courtney a couple of times already.

         And that was the thing about Courtney Wallace that he couldn’t quite figure out. Matt was exceptionally good at reading body language. He could tell when a woman was interested in a casual hook-up. And for quite some time now, Courtney had been sending casual hook-up signals loud and clear.

         But he’d never been able to close the deal. He’d tried for a while, right after Brandon had broken up with Laurie, but the wedding planner wanted Mr. Right even though she knew he didn’t exist. Normally, a woman looking for Mr. Right wasn’t looking for casual hook-ups. Courtney Wallace was an enigma and a challenge. She was also a beautiful woman. More than that really, Courtney was a babe.

         “Arwen tells me you’ve moved back to Shenandoah Falls.” Courtney gave him the tiniest of smiles, just a curl at the corner of her sweet mouth. By the spark in her eyes, Matt knew she was up to something.

         “I’m working at my father’s law firm for the moment while I reassess my career choices.”

         Her smile deepened. “I hope that means you don’t plan to hit on Arwen.”

         She was so predictable. Standing there trying to protect her friends from the big, bad wolf. “Okay,” he said with a smile. “But what are you doing on Saturday?”

         “Saturday? Are you kidding? It’s Memorial Day weekend. I’ve got three weddings on Saturday and another three on Sunday. And excuse me, but did you just ask me out?”

         What a stupid blunder. He needed to remember that Courtney’s busiest workdays were Saturday and Sunday. So no long walks up to the falls or anything like that. “How about dinner in Winchester on Tuesday?”

         She drummed her fingers on the top of the table, a nervous tic that suggested she wasn’t all that into him. And yet she’d cocked her head in a way that was most definitely a come-on. What else was new? Courtney was a master at sending mixed signals. A wiser man would cut his losses and move on. But for some reason, Matt didn’t want to. Courtney intrigued him.

         After a very long moment, she said, “Sure. I’ll have dinner with you on Tuesday.”

         The moment Courtney agreed, Ryan Pierce sat up straight. “But—”

         Courtney interrupted whatever Ryan was about to say with the gesture. “It’s okay, Ryan. I know what I’m doing.” She gave Matt a big smile. “I’d love to have dinner with you in Winchester.”

         Matt paused for a moment, his gaze flicking between Ryan and Courtney. Was she trying to make Ryan jealous? Maybe. In some ways, she was a player too, and she definitely had an agenda. He’d need to proceed with caution.

         But then again, it might be fun to discover exactly what game she was playing. He nodded and smiled. “How about the Union Jack, at six thirty?” he said.

         
              

         

         Ten minutes later, Arwen excused herself from the sparring match between Courtney and Matt. She headed to the café’s ready room, a large, concrete-floored area edged in metal storage shelves stuffed with paper products, giant-sized bottles of ketchup, and cans of tomato sauce. The room, which always smelled of French fries, doubled as a spot for musicians to relax and tune their instruments before they performed. A couple of beat-up sofas and a half dozen folding chairs occupied the space.

         On open mic nights, the room got pretty crowded with a mix of serious musicians, wannabees, and amateurs, and it wasn’t all that unusual for Kent Henderson, who had an ego the size of Alaska, to initiate a jam session just to impress everyone by playing Doc Watson’s bluegrass version of “Tennessee Stud.” He always played it too fast and too loud.

         But for some inexplicable reason, his rendition of “Tennessee Stud” made Kent the most popular performer with the Jaybird’s regulars. People listened to Kent even though he played the same songs week after week.

         Arwen would be following Kent this evening, so of course, he was already in the back room playing his guitar so loud that no one else could possibly hear themselves, much less tune their guitars. Not that anyone else cared, since everyone, except Arwen, used electronic tuners.

         Arwen had no problems with electronic tuners, but she used a variety of nonstandard, open tunings for her songs, which required frequent readjustments, so she’d honed the ability to tune her guitar by ear and to change the tunings on the fly. For that she needed to be able to hear herself.

         She took her guitar out of its case and headed through the back door into the alleyway behind the Jaybird. A single streetlight dispelled the night like a spotlight. She stepped into it and adjusted the strap around her neck and shoulders. She tuned the guitar to open G and began practicing her new song—an ode to the rocking chair that used to sit on her grandmother’s porch. This new song had nothing to do with love or relationships. It told a sentimental story about a chair found by the side of the road, restored and repaired and handed down. It was sweet and not remotely commercial, but it pleased Arwen because it made her feel warm inside when she sang it. She’d loved her grandmother, who had passed away in February.

         She finished the last chord and was startled by the sound of a single pair of hands clapping. “That was sweet, lass.”

         She turned to find the Jaybird’s main bartender, Rory Ahearn, sitting on the back stoop. The night cast dark shadows across his deep-set blue eyes and accentuated the dimple in his chin. The rolled-up sleeves of his Henley tee exposed a pair of matching tattoos in a Celtic knot pattern, which wound around his arms like a pair of snakes.

         He took a long drag on his cigarette, holding the smoke inside and then exhaling. No, wait, not a cigarette. The breeze blew the pungent scent of weed in Arwen’s direction.

         “Want some?” he asked, holding the joint out in her direction.

         She shook her head, her heart thundering in her chest. Was it some deep-seated need for adventure that had her second-guessing her response? Rory had been tending bar at the Jaybird for at least two years. He had a gift when it came to margaritas and a sexy-as-hell accent. He also listened when she played on open mic nights. She’d watch him going through the motions behind the bar, but she knew he paid attention when she sang. Which made him the only person, besides her friends.

         And for that reason, she lived for the moment when Rory would look up and nod his head in approval. Still, she could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times she’d actually spoken to him, beyond ordering a drink.

         They came from different worlds. She was a nice Jewish girl from the Washington, DC, suburbs who had never ever in her life broken any rules. And Rory gave every appearance of being a bad boy from across the ocean who truly didn’t give a damn. He had a dark Irish look that was at once both unsettling and deeply poetic.

         Arwen had a weakness for poetry.

         “You should give that up,” she said, nodding toward the joint.

         That earned her a dark bark of a laugh. “Love, the occasional joint is the only thing that gets me through the day.” He leaned forward into the light, which sparked in the dark, endless blue of his eyes. “Just like the occasional margarita helps you over the day-to-day heartbreak of life as a single girl.”

         That was the thing about bartenders. They knew everything. And of course, he actually listened to her songs. Which meant he knew all her fears and insecurities because she poured them into her lyrics.

         She took a step in his direction. “I guess you’re right about me and margaritas. But the thing is, margaritas are legal in the Commonwealth of Virginia.”

         “Aye, true enough. But I like to live on the wild side.” His half smile grew into a full grin. He was incredibly handsome with that scruffy black hair hanging down over the collar of his shirt and the shadow of stubble across his cheeks. She ought to write a song about him, but she wasn’t sure yet what it would be about.

         “The wild side can get you in trouble,” she said, as much to herself as to him.

         He nodded. “That’s a fact, lass.” He hauled in a big breath, stubbed the joint out on the brick step, and stood up. “Looking forward to hearing you sing tonight,” he said with a little wink.

         And then he turned and slipped back into the café, leaving Arwen to wonder if Rory Ahearn had followed her out here to flirt, give her encouragement, or just to take his pot break.

         Maybe it was wishful thinking, but she didn’t believe her encounter with him was entirely accidental.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Losing his job in DC had completely blindsided Matt. One day he’d been a member of the Heartland Industries government affairs team, and the next he’d been out on his ass. The big manufacturer of tractors and other earth-moving equipment had decided to close its DC office to save money, and headquarters hadn’t invited anyone, least of all an entry-level legislative representative like Matt, to move back to the company’s Kansas City headquarters.

         Not that Matt would have moved to Kansas City, but still.

         In a family where everyone valued success, being fired made Matt feel like a complete failure. Even worse, Matt’s inability to find another government affairs job rankled. Despite the fact that his uncle was a US senator and his cousin a member of Congress, despite his politically connected last name, despite his Ivy League education and his two years of government affairs experience, he’d failed. Six weeks of searching and dozens of interviews had netted him exactly zero offers—a turn of events that shook him to his core.

         He could have fallen back on the trust fund Grandpa Artzen had set up for him, but Matt had promised Dad he wouldn’t touch that money unless it was for something important. And after the way Danny had gone through his inheritance, Matt was determined to save that legacy for a rainy day. The money was safely in the care of his financial adviser, tied up in investments that weren’t particularly liquid.

         So he needed a job. Besides, he wasn’t about to waste his assets on Washington, DC, rent. That would be foolish. So he’d done the one thing he’d been trying to avoid for most of his life. He’d accepted an associate’s position in his father’s law firm. It had always been Dad’s hope that one of his sons would join him in practice. Matt had never seen himself as that son, and to be brutally honest, neither had Dad.

         Jason was the one Dad really wanted. But Jason had other ideas, which involved the criminal justice system. He had taken a job with the FBI. So Matt, middle child extraordinaire, was left holding the bag.

         Yesterday—his first day on the job—Matt had filled out employment forms and endured a two-hour lunch with Dad at the Red Fern Inn. It had been the longest lunch of his life. Dad had pontificated about the firm, talked about his hopes for Matt making partner, and stressed the necessity of hard work and good service.

         On his second day at the firm, Matt strolled into the tiny cubicle of an office that Dad had given him in order to send a message that even though Matt was the son of the firm’s founding partner he’d get no special perks. In fact, knowing Dad, Matt expected to get absolutely no special privileges. He sat down at a standard-issue, boxy brown desk and stared at the framed photograph of the Shenandoah Mountains that hung on the opposite wall. No doubt the print was there as a stand-in for a window.

         He desperately missed his K Street office with the big windows and its view of Farragut Square. Despite his low pay grade, there had been a few perks with his last job. He leaned back into his chair and stared at the photograph, waiting for the rest of his life to begin.

         He didn’t have to wait long. Arwen Jacobs popped her head into his doorway and said, “Meeting in the small conference room. Five minutes,” and then disappeared down the hall.

         He opened the drawers of his desk looking for a legal pad, but Cousin Andrew—the previous occupant of this office—had evidently cleaned up after himself. No surprise there. Andrew had a reputation for being clean and organized.

         Matt’s desk drawers were completely empty. He didn’t even have a pen. And when he showed up for the meeting without an attorney’s basic tools, he’d be ridiculed. He wandered out into the hallway, carpeted in a deep-pile off-white that muffled his footsteps. He looked left and right, trying to remember where the small conference room was located. He had no idea where the supply closet was. He mentally flipped a coin and turned left, which took him on a roundabout tour of the office. Gillian, David’s assistant, finally pointed him in the right direction and told him not to worry about legal pads or pens.

         When he arrived at his destination, a small conference room with basic dark brown furniture, he understood. A pile of legal pads sat in the middle of the table along with a leather cup holding a collection of pens.

         He should have known this. Practicing lawyers, even lowly associates, didn’t have to know where to find legal pads. They would eventually find him.

         Arwen was already seated, dressed in a man-tailored navy-blue suit jacket with a pencil skirt and a white silk blouse. She looked competent and professional, and like a woman who was trying to hide her femininity.

         Matt hated man-tailored suits on women. In his view, women shouldn’t try to become men. And they shouldn’t feel as if they had to hide their beauty behind lapels in order to be taken seriously. His boss at Heartland Industries had been an extremely smart and capable woman who had taught him many things about government affairs. But she dressed in pantsuits and long tunics, as if she was ashamed of her curves.

         On some level, Matt understood why professional women felt the need to do that. But it irked him. He liked and appreciated women for all that they were and could be. He despised men who took advantage of women or behaved badly in the workplace, especially when they blamed their brutish behavior on the woman’s clothing. He had no use for any work colleague who believed that women were intellectually inferior too. Guys like that were idiots.

         “Welcome to the firm,” Arwen said. She seemed nervous, her shoulders tense. Probably because he’d used her as an approach for Courtney Wallace at the Jaybird last night. He needed to set her at ease.

         “Thanks. I enjoyed your performance at the open mic last night. Your songs are very insightful.”

         Pink crawled up her cheeks, and she looked away. Interesting. Her quiet performance had been the musical highlight last night, but she didn’t seem to know it. Her songs would probably never top any pop music charts, but they spoke to the heart; they had poetry. And Matt loved poetry. He had Grandma to thank for that.

         Just then, David strolled into the room, ending further conversation. Matt’s cousin was twelve years older and had always intimidated him. For many years, David was the family’s fair-haired child, the one everyone thought would run for Congress, become a senator like his father and grandfather before him, and eventually make a bid for the White House. But those plans had changed after his first wife died.

         David had walked away from politics to focus on being a small-town lawyer. Two years ago, he’d married Willow Petersen, the owner of Eagle Hill Manor, the bed-and-breakfast that had become one of the most successful businesses in Shenandoah Falls.

         He carried a fat brown manila expansion folder, which he dropped on the conference table right in front of Matt before taking a seat at the head of the table. “In that folder, you’ll find several new cases from the Blue Ridge Legal Services Corporation. Mostly landlord-tenant disputes. Study them; get up to speed on them. You will be the main attorney on all of them.”

         “Landlord-tenant disputes?” Matt’s voice cracked adolescently. He knew nothing about resolving disputes. That was Andrew’s thing.

         “Yeah, and just because these cases are part of our pro bono commitment doesn’t mean we don’t care about them. These tenants are dealing with absentee landlords, landlords who have no business owning buildings, and potential safety violations. We’ll solve most of these cases through arbitration. But some of them, like the dispute at Dogwood Estates, are headed for court.”

         “Court?” His heart jumped in his chest. He’d only argued cases in moot court competitions, and he’d sucked at it.

         “Yeah, court.” David’s eyebrows lowered into a scowl that looked surprisingly like the frightening expression on William Lyndon’s portrait, which hung over the mantel at Charlotte’s Grove, Uncle Mark’s three-hundred-year-old home.

         “Don’t worry,” Arwen said. “I’ve been working with the Blue Ridge Legal Services Corporation for years, and I’ve been involved in dozens of landlord-tenant suits. You’ll get the hang of it.”

         She gave him a shy smile. Oh yeah, she’d seen right through him. But he was grateful for her kindness, especially since David continued to glower.

         “I want to make this clear,” David said. “Maybe in DC paralegals are treated the same as secretaries or personal assistants, but out here in the country, people like Arwen are assets. You may have a law degree, Matt, but you’re as green as an unripe apple. You listen to Arwen. She’ll teach you everything you need to know about how to be a compassionate attorney.”

         Matt nodded, but deep down he resented his cousin’s words even if the part about him being green was accurate. He was green. But he hated the way David assumed he would treat Arwen badly. Or that he’d try to take the easy way out.

         That attitude came from Dad. His father seemed to think he was lazy. Or stupid. Or incompetent. Or something. No matter what he did, Dad always found a way to criticize. He would have to work his balls off in order to get anything close to a pat on the back.

         
            * * *

         

         The Union Jack Pub and Restaurant sat in the middle of Winchester’s historic old town promenade. Matt arrived fifteen minutes late, on purpose, because he never arrived precisely on time for any date.

         But Courtney had outfoxed him once again. She wasn’t waiting for him, and since Matt refused to stand around in the entrance foyer, he asked the hostess to seat him at one of the outside café tables. The car-free historic area was a perfect venue for people-watching, especially on a warm May evening when the entire female population of Winchester, Virginia, had busted out their sundresses.

         He enjoyed the view as the sun sank low and he sipped a local beer with a hoppy, thirst-quenching taste. He made a point of ignoring his watch. He had nowhere to be, no schedule to worry about. He could kick back and enjoy.

         Courtney eventually arrived, wearing a turquoise sundress of almost the same color blue as her eyes. The scooped neck displayed a sweet, soft cleavage that jiggled a tiny bit with every step she took on her high-heeled sandals as she came down the promenade. Her dark, unbound hair feathered back from her face as she walked with the confident, hips-forward stride of a runway model.

         She was built like a brick outhouse, and Matt wanted to explore every inch of that incredible body. But getting her naked was going to be a challenge. She’d had so much experience fending off guys that she knew every trick in the male book of seduction. It was one of those ironies that a woman built for sex had chosen to become an ice maiden.

         She sat down at the table and gave him a coy, knowing smile, as if she expected him to say something predictable. He was too smart for that. He needed to surprise her or he’d never make any headway.

         So he decided not to play her at all. He’d simply be honest with her. And in that vein, he said, “You look gorgeous tonight. Did you pick that dress because it’s the same color as your eyes?”

         She cocked her head and gave him a look. This was not the look of a woman who was buying what he was selling. “Do you always use that line?” she asked.

         “It wasn’t a line. I’m trying to be honest and sincere with you.”

         That earned him a laugh that lit a couple of tiny blue flames in her eyes. “Are you capable of being honest and sincere?”

         “I’m always honest.”

         “Really?”

         He leaned forward, making extended eye contact. “I’m not here to break your heart. I’m here to buy you dinner, have a few laughs, get to know you better, and hook up with you if you’re interested. If you’re not interested, that’s okay too.”

         She blinked. Score one for his side.

         She recovered quickly and shot him a killer smile complete with adorable dimples. “I’m not hooking up with you. But dinner sounds good.”

         She picked up the menu and studied it with an air of nonchalance that was about as phony as a three-dollar bill. He didn’t call her on it though. He simply sat back, took a sip of his beer, and enjoyed the view.

         A moment later, the waitress came by. He fully expected Courtney to order a Manhattan, but she surprised him by asking for a beer and a cheeseburger.

         He liked that. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone out with a woman who’d ordered a cheeseburger. It was a shame the way so many women obsessed about their diets and their hips sizes. Courtney wasn’t a skinny little thing. She had round hips and a tiny waist and that rack, which was enough to distract any straight guy. In fact, Courtney’s cleavage had been scoring looks right and left, which she completely ignored. He wondered if she even realized that she was the object of anyone’s admiration.

         When the waitress took away her menu, he leaned in again. “So, how does someone become a wedding planner? I mean, did you study that in college, or did you get one of those useless degrees like a BA in English?”

         She gave him another quelling look, which he richly deserved. But then he’d asked the obnoxious question precisely to elicit that response. She was beautiful when she glared like that. And he was a lot like the boy in the back row who couldn’t resist pulling the pigtails of the girl sitting in front of him. He found both joy and a weird kind of excitement in teasing Courtney.

         “I’ve got a master’s of science in nursing. I’m a registered nurse.”

         “No way? How did you go from nursing to wedding planning?”

         “I burned out on nursing two years ago at about the same time Willow bought Eagle Hill Manor. I helped Willow plan Jeff and Melissa Talbert’s wedding and discovered I had a knack. When she offered me a job, I jumped at it. It can be stressful, and there are bittersweet moments, like that day Brandon left Laurie at the altar, but on balance, there are more good days than bad, and that’s more than I can say about working at the hospital.

         “How about you? Did you want to study law, or was it one of those things you had to do in order to get your Lyndon family man card?”

         He laughed. “Lyndon family man card?”

         She shrugged, dimpling again. “As near as I can tell, the only male Lyndon without a law degree is your brother Daniel. And didn’t he go to law school for a couple of years too?”

         “Yeah, he did. But you’re not counting Jeff. He doesn’t have a law degree, and I don’t think he ever went to law school.”

         “Yes, but Jeff has refused to take the Lyndon last name, so he doesn’t count. He doesn’t need a Lyndon man card.”

         “Okay, I can see your point.”

         “So lawyering is your dream job, huh?” Courtney asked.

         Wow, she wasn’t going to let this go. Should he change the subject? He wanted to, but he jettisoned the idea. She’d call him on it if he tried to deflect. So he continued being honest. “Funny you should ask that,” he said.

         “Funny why?” she asked.

         “Look, if you really want to know, I’m the one with the useless degree—a BA in political science. And when I expressed the desire to go into public policy or government affairs, my dad and my uncle Mark convinced me that I needed a law degree. So off I went to the University of Virginia, where I managed, barely, to get through the experience. When I graduated, Dad wanted me to join the family firm, but I decided that practicing law wasn’t for me. So I got a job working for Heartland Industries as a legislative representative.”

         “What the hell is that?”

         “It’s what they call an entry-level lobbyist. I became an expert in international trade policy because Heartland exports a shit-ton of tractors and other large farm implements. It was a fun job but it didn’t pay all that well, if you really want to know. I lived in a house with five roommates, all of whom were slobs.”

         “Ah, so you’ve grown up and decided that lawyers make more money, huh?”

         He shrugged. “No. Heartland closed its DC office and I lost my job. So I came back here and joined the family business, so to speak. I’m doing pro bono work for the moment.”

         “Pro bono work? Really? You must be working with Arwen, then.”

         He nodded.

         “So tell me about some of your cases.”

         She seemed genuinely interested, which sort of blew his mind. Usually his dates were interested in talking about stupid YouTube videos or whatever was trending on Twitter or Facebook. Courtney didn’t strike him as the kind of woman who wasted time on stupid social media. She was interesting. And interested in him. And beautiful to look at too.

         Maybe he should thank Brandon for the bet. Whether he got her into bed or not, this evening was turning out better than expected.

         
              

         

         Courtney glanced at her watch, surprised to discover that dinner with Matt had lasted more than an hour and a half. The warm, late-May sun had slipped behind the building, casting Winchester’s old town into twilight shadow, where trees permanently wrapped in white Christmas lights provided a festive, midsummer atmosphere.

         Matt’s choice of the Union Jack had surprised Courtney because it wasn’t a very romantic restaurant. There were no white tablecloths here, no fancy sauces or high-priced menu items, although you could get bangers and mash if you were so inclined.

         Hook-up Artists like Matt Lyndon operated under a set of rules that almost never varied. A Hook-up Artist would make a move on a woman, and once he confirmed her interest, he’d go for the dinner invitation. If she said yes, he would always interpret that as a prelude to sex. He’d pick the most expensive restaurant he could afford and then proceed to spend way more money than was absolutely necessary in order to make his date think he valued her.

         Then he would mess with his date’s mind. He’d pick the one thing she felt most insecure about and compliment it. He might sneak in a few pet names like “darling” or “sweetheart” or “baby.” He’d ask questions and give all the appearance of being genuinely interested, but the next morning, after he’d left her bed, she’d suddenly come to her senses and realize that none of his questions had been about her. Not really. They’d been about surface stuff like her favorite color or recording artist.

         Matt Lyndon had done none of those things. He’d invited her out to a moderately priced burger joint, had not used one term of endearment, and had spent a lot of time exposing his own insecurities with a great deal of good humor.

         Right at the moment, they were sharing a piece of apple pie, and he was regaling her with a story about his experience arguing in a moot court competition.

         “So, after giving my less-than-articulate oral argument,” Matt said with an adorable smile, “I returned to my seat while my co-counsel wrapped up our case. Unfortunately, one of the casters on my chair had mysteriously come out of its slot, and when I leaned back, I was unceremoniously dumped on my ass.”

         He paused a moment to polish off the last bite of pie. “Needless to say, we didn’t win that moot court competition, and I had to endure a lecture from Judge Chapman about decorum, which I’m sure my father heard about, since the moot court judge is a law school buddy of his.” Matt sighed deeply and mournfully. “So you can imagine how I’m feeling at the moment about the prospect of having to argue anything before the Twenty-Sixth Judicial Circuit of Virginia, where Chapman is still a judge.”

         “You’ll be fine,” she said, and really meant it.

         “Yeah, I hope. To tell you the truth, I only went out for moot court competition because I knew I would never make Law Review, unlike my dear cousins, David and Andrew, who preceded me at UVA.”

         He leaned forward, bracing his head on his fists. “Tell me, Courtney, did you ever take a pratfall in front of someone you wanted to impress?”

         Damn. Matt Lyndon had game. He was pretending to be the Nice Guy Not, all interested in getting to know her insecurities while simultaneously telling her stories that showed him to be a humble guy with a sense of humor. She wasn’t fooled. She made a note of the judge’s name. She had a connection to that judge that Matt probably didn’t even realize. As for his question, she sure wasn’t going to expose any weaknesses that he could use against her at some future time.

         Her most embarrassing moments had occurred in high school. And since she was probably ten years older than Matt and they’d gone to different high schools, she felt no need to expose her own stupidity for his enjoyment. Maybe if he were genuinely interested in her instead of trying to win a bet, she might reveal the nightmare of her teen years. But Matthew Lyndon didn’t need to hear about the geek girl she’d once been.

         And besides, although she truly had enjoyed this dinner, she could never forget the way Matt had encouraged Brandon to go out cruising for women after dumping Laurie at the altar. So Courtney refused to be fooled by that easy Lyndon charm or those dark espresso eyes that reflected the twinkle lights at her.

         The waitress came by and asked if they wanted another round. Courtney shook her head. “No. I need to be going. Just a couple of checks. We’re splitting the bill.”

         “Um, no—”

         “We’re splitting the check,” Courtney said a little more emphatically. She may have given him Nana’s evil eye at the same time just to punctuate the point. He squirmed for a moment, clearly outside of his comfort zone. A Hook-up Artist always paid the bill. It was his way of justifying the sex. As if a dinner was payment for access or something.

         The waitress hurried away, and he leaned back in his chair, his brown-eyed gaze running over her from waist to head and back again, pausing at her breasts. The look was hungry, and damned if it didn’t unleash a torrent of hormones that made her nipples harden. She didn’t dare look down to see if they showed through the fabric of her dress. She wouldn’t give him that much satisfaction. Also, she had to continue the pretense that she had no interest when it came to his abilities in the bedroom.

         Was he a Casanova or a Don Juan? Was he a man who loved making love or was he a complete libertine?

         No, no, no. She didn’t need to satisfy her curiosity. She had accepted his invitation only in order to lead him on a merry chase. How long would he pursue her? A hundred dollars didn’t seem like enough of an inducement to make Matt work too hard. But then his bet with Brandon had to be about more than money. Brandon wanted revenge for the damage done to his Camaro, and Matt was one of Brandon’s good friends.

         She could do this. In fact, right this minute, she was thoroughly enjoying the surprised and uncomfortable look on Matt Lyndon’s face. Confusing the crap out of him was going to be fun.
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