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            To women everywhere,

of any size or shape.

            You’re all beautiful.
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            Chapter One

         

         Leah Martin nearly choked on her beer.

         “What do you mean just pick one?” Her eyes scanned the entire bar before settling back on her friend. “Pick one what?”

         “A guy, of course.”

         Yeah, because it was just that simple. For Valerie maybe. Even though they were close in size, Valerie always wore her weight better and turned heads everywhere she went. It probably helped that she had expressive blue eyes, wavy platinum blond hair, and looked more like a cutesy toy poodle any guy would give their right testicle to take for a walk.

         “I hate to tell you this, Val, but that only applies to women who look like you.” If Leah had to classify herself in that same frame of reference, she’d accurately describe herself as a bulldog. Not only did she have the breed’s innate stubborn streak, but she also had the matching broad shoulders, wide hips, large chest, and—if she didn’t lose a few pounds—probably the same short life span. “Hippy brunettes with body image issues and smudged eyeliner don’t get the luxury of just pick one.”

         “Oh, shut up,” Valerie said, rolling her eyes. “Your eyeliner looks fine.”

         Yep, that about sums it up. My eyeliner is the only thing that looks decent on me tonight.

         The little black dress she wore was just that—too little—and was slowly squeezing the life out of her. Especially after packing on ten extra pounds in the last few months. The sheath of fabric clung to every curve, as well as every bulge. Thank God they lived in Texas instead of Alaska or an Eskimo might’ve mistaken her for a seal and tried to skin her.

         “So what’s your pleasure?” Valerie asked, not giving up. “Plenty of gorgeous men in here tonight.”

         “Sure, if I squint.”

         “Okay, stop being negative. You’re gorgeous, and lots of men love curvy women. I should know. Now pick one.”

         No point in arguing with her. Once Valerie set her mind to something, she didn’t stop until the mission was accomplished. But the only time Leah had ever had her pick of anything was when she stood in front of the doughnut case at work, deciding between a chocolate éclair or a cream cheese Danish.

         “How am I supposed to know who to pick? It’s not like they wear signs on their foreheads saying, I DIG FAT CHICKS.”

         Valerie shot her an exasperated look. “We’ll just establish a baseline for the kind of guy you want.”

         “The kind of guy I’d want wouldn’t be hanging out in a bar called Rusty’s Bucket. In fact, I wouldn’t be here either if you hadn’t forced me to come.”

         “Leah, you got dumped. Happens to all of us sooner or later.” Valerie’s voice softened as she reached for Leah’s hand. “It sucks, I know. But you’re always at work or upstairs in your apartment, which means you never leave that damn building. It’s not healthy. You can’t hide out forever.”

         “I’m not hiding. I’ve just…been busy. I never imagined I’d be this swamped only a month after grand opening, and I’ve had to put in a lot of extra hours.” Leah caught Valerie’s I’m not buying it expression. “Come on, Val. The wedding is tomorrow night. Everything has to be perfect because...well, you know.”

         Valerie rolled her eyes. “Why does it even matter?”

         “Because my reputation is at stake. It’s my cake the happy couple will be stuffing into each other’s mouths. They can choke on it for all I care, but it’s going to be the tastiest damn wedding cake they’ve ever eaten while keeling over. Everything has to go as smoothly as possible, and I have a million things to do before tomorrow night. I still need to—”

         Valerie raised her hand to stop her from continuing. “What you need is a break. Let’s find some guys to dance with and have a few hours of fun before you lock yourself up in the cave again. Just humor me, okay? Now, what would say your dream guy’s most attractive quality would be?”

         Leah sighed. “A pulse.”

         “No vampires. Check. What else?”

         “I don’t know. This is stupid.” Leah caught the disappointment in Valerie’s eyes and groaned. “Okay, fine. I guess I’d want…”

         Her gaze sifted through the crowd, landing on two men at the bar. While the one standing motioned to the bartender, the other rolled up the sleeves of his blue button-down shirt, drawing Leah’s attention to his tanned, muscular forearms. When he finished, he bumped his elbow against the other man’s ribs and said something that made them both laugh. The warm, amused smile he wore sent a zing of pleasure through Leah, like she’d been given an intravenous shot of serotonin. Him. I’d want him.

         Leah smiled. “I guess I’d want someone who could make me laugh.”

         “That’s great and all”—Val groaned with annoyance—“but you’re killing me here. What would he look like? That’s what I want to know.”

         “Tall, dark brown hair, well-toned forearms, killer smile, a bit of scruff on his face, and a light blue shirt,” Leah said automatically, still eyeballing the man across the room.

         “Um, okay, wow. That’s pretty specific.”

         Leah gazed back at Valerie, shaking her head to clear the man’s image from her mind. “Sorry, it just sort of…popped out.”

         “No, no, it’s good. Gives us something to go by. At least now we have a starting point. Okay, so let’s see,” Valerie said, peering around the crowded room. “Ah, there’s a guy in a blue shirt.” She nodded toward a man sitting four tables away.

         He wasn’t looking in their direction so they waited for him to turn around. Then they both cringed.

         “Well, I guess two out of seven isn’t bad,” Valerie said, crinkling her nose.

         “Two? The blue shirt is a given, but I doubt he has a pulse. Definitely pale enough to be considered a vampire, though…well, if he had any teeth.”

         “Okay, what about…that guy?”

         Leah glanced in the direction Valerie pointed. “Oh, come on! Give me a break. Even I’m not that desperate.”

         “What’s wrong with him? He’s exactly what you described. I’m all for being picky, Leah, but you’re just going to dance with him, not marry the guy.”

         The man at the bar noted their attention and swiveled his stool around to get a better look at his captive female audience. He took an extended pull from his longneck, swept his thick tongue across his bottom lip, then set it down before giving them a not-so-sexy wink.

         “I’m glad you think the best I can do is a guy who actually has teeth, but I never said I wanted a guy in stained overalls and white rubber boots. If you like Shrimper Bob so much, then you go talk to him.”

         “Wait. What? No, not him.” Valerie grasped Leah’s head and turned it a fraction of an inch to the right. “Him!”

         Leah didn’t know why she was surprised. She’d given Valerie his basic description, which was the equivalent of placing a flashing neon sign above his head with an arrow pointing down.

         Granted, she’d left out some of the other noticeable details. Like how his large hand wrapped strongly around his beer, yet brought it to his mouth slow and gentle, as if he were touching his lips to a woman’s breast. Or how the muscles in his back bunched beneath his shirt while leaning over the bar, as if a satiated woman lay limply beneath him.

         Leah wouldn’t have minded being that woman. But when he shifted on his stool and his eyes met hers, then darted away, she got the message loud and clear. Not interested.

         “You’re totally eye-humping him,” Valerie shrieked, smiling at the new mission in which she was about to partake.

         “No, I’m not.”

         “Yeah, right, Leah. I can see the drool dribbling down your chin.”

         Insecure about whether her friend was telling the truth, Leah nonchalantly wiped the back of her hand across her face.

         “See?” Valerie said, laughing. “You do think he’s hot. Know what else? It wouldn’t surprise me if you had described him from the start.”

         “Shut up, Val.”

         She laughed again. “God, I love it when I’m right.”

         “I didn’t say you were right.”

         “No, but you always get defensive when I am. Why didn’t you just point him out to begin with?”

         Leah shrugged. “Not my type.”

         “Oh, please. A guy like that is every woman’s type. What you’re actually saying is that you don’t think you’re his type.”

         “It’s the same thing, no matter how you put it. Either way, he’s not interested.”

         “Oh, so now you’re a mind reader, I guess. How do you know what he’s interested in? Maybe he’s waiting for you to ask him to dance.”

         Leah grimaced. “You’ve seen me dance, and it’s not pretty. If he isn’t interested now, he definitely won’t be after seeing that.”

         Valerie giggled and leaped out of her seat. “Guess we’re about to find out.”

         “No, Val. Don’t go over—” Damn it.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sam Cooper wasn’t about to turn around.

         In the mirror behind the bar, he watched as the yappy blonde in his ear made a play for his buddy Max. Not only had she flirted with him, but she’d touched his biceps—Max’s second favorite part of his anatomy—and cinched the deal. Within seconds, she had him promising to join their table, offering to buy her and her brunette friend a drink, and eating out of her slick little hands. The lady was damn near professional. The sonofabitch never had a chance.

         After she finally walked away, Max turned to Sam. “I need you to stay a little longer and be my wingman.”

         “Nope. You’re on your own, Rico Suave. I told you I was leaving after this beer.”

         “Yeah, but that was before the dark-haired girl caught you checking out her rack and her friend invited us over to join them.”

         Sam grinned. He had noticed the well-endowed piece of real estate on the pretty brunette across the room, but that wasn’t what grabbed his attention the most. It was the way her expressive eyes flickered over him as she licked her pouty lips. That alone did more for his libido than her oversized breasts—not that those weren’t nice to look at too.

         But…“I’m not interested.”

         “Even though you’re single now?”

         “Doesn’t matter,” Sam said, shaking his head. “I just broke up with one crazy broad. Last thing I need is another one breathing down my neck.”

         “Oh, come on. You only dated Sylvia for a month. How much damage could one chick do in such a short amount of time?”

         “She wanted to get married.”

         Beer spewed out of Max’s mouth as he burst into hysterics. He reached for some bar napkins and wiped at his tear-filled eyes before cleaning up the spray on the bar. “Sorry to hear that,” Max said, still chuckling.

         “Yeah, the sympathy is rolling off you in waves.”

         His buddy suppressed his lingering smirk by running a hand over his face. “No, I mean it. I really am sorry to hear that. But I’m a little confused. Just last month, you said it was time for you to settle down. It’s fast, but if she wants the same thing…well, I guess I don’t see what the problem is.”

         “I told you. She’s crazy.”

         Max shrugged his brows suggestively. “Like crazy-in-bed kind of crazy?”

         “No, crazy as in crazy-as-a-loony-tune. She had the whole thing planned out. First she’d meet Mr. Right—which apparently was me—and then she’d marry him and have a white picket fence, a dog named Spot, and exactly two-point-five kids. The woman had goddamn charts.”

         “Fuck.”

         “Yeah, tell me about it. That’s why women are off my radar for now. I don’t need or want the complication. The hell if I’m going to marry someone because they have a schedule to keep.”

         Max motioned for the bartender, ordered four beers, then turned his attention back to Sam. “Look, I’m buying this round. Come on, take one for the team. You know I’d do it for you.”

         “I wouldn’t need you to.”

         “You cocky bastard,” Max said with a laugh. “I just need you to entertain her friend while I make my move.”

         “I’m surprised you’re even interested in the blonde. I thought you only liked women so skinny you could pick your teeth with them?”

         Max grinned. “Let’s just say I’m willing to make an exception on a case-by-case basis. Now, come on. Do a good deed for your buddy. You know you want to.”

         Sam groaned and glanced at his gold watch. “One hour. If you haven’t worked your magic by then…Well, you’re going to owe me. Big time. By the way, you’re buying my beers the rest of the night too.”

         Max paid the bartender, picked up two beers, and headed across the room with a smile on his face and an eye on the blond yapper. Poor bastard. Against his better judgment, Sam grabbed the other two beers and followed.

         The women had their heads together whispering but stopped talking the moment they approached. The blonde smiled up at them, but the brunette kept her gaze lowered, and her cheeks blushed fiercely. It almost made Sam want to check and see if his zipper was down.

         While introductions were being made, he forced himself to keep his eyes on hers because staring at her glorious chest or that delicious mouth implied a strong sexual interest he preferred to avoid. But when her glistening green eyes lifted to his, he decided her forehead was a safer bet.

         Sam hadn’t even gotten out a single word before the blond Chihuahua beckoned his friend toward the dance floor with a sexy come-hither wiggle of her hips and a crook of her finger. Max smiled and glanced over at Sam, who shrugged and took a seat across from her friend. Hell, maybe an hour was generous. At this rate, he’d be heading home in twenty minutes. Thank God.

         He slid a beer across the table. “So, Leann…”

         “Leah,” she said, her brow wrinkling a little. “My name’s Leah.”

         Shit. “Sorry.”

         “It’s okay,” she said, though her tone conveyed otherwise.

         Sam ran his fingers through his hair. “Well, I guess the two of them didn’t waste any time ditching us.”

         “Yeah, I guess not.” She hesitated but then continued, “You’ll have to excuse Valerie. She’s not very subtle.”

         “That’s okay. I like when a woman goes after what she wants.” Damn. Why did I word it that way? He made the mistake of glancing at Leah’s mouth, which curved into a delighted smile.

         Disturbed by the pleasant sensation it gave him, he fastened his eyes back to her forehead and kept them there. But he couldn’t stare at her head for an hour straight. If he didn’t do something soon, his eyes would eventually work their way back down to her face. Or worse, her cleavage.

         “Maybe we should go out on the dance floor and show them how it’s done.” When she didn’t respond, he said, “Well?”

         “I, uh...I can’t dance.”

         “Everyone can dance.”

         “No, I mean I really can’t dance. Last time I tried, someone called 911 because they couldn’t figure out if I was possessed or having a seizure.”

         Sam laughed and accidentally lowered his gaze again. Her wide eyes and pinked-up cheeks told him everything he needed to know. The girl was terrified of embarrassing herself again, and for some strange reason, the desire to relieve her of that mental anguish washed over him. “If you can walk, then you can two-step. I’ll teach you.” He rose to lead her to the dance floor, but she didn’t move. “Come on,” he said, coaxing her out of her chair. “I promise not to let anyone call an ambulance…or a priest.”

         She stood and smoothed out the wrinkles in her dress by running her hands over her curves. Sam shifted his gaze and blew out a breath. Don’t look at her, you idiot, or you won’t be going home alone.

         He held out his hand—one she reluctantly accepted—and then pulled her onto the crowded dance floor. He settled her left hand on his right shoulder and wrapped his free hand around her waist.

         She stiffened.

         “Relax,” he said, offering her a comforting smile. “This is supposed to be fun.” He quickly explained which leg to start on and the tempo of the dance, while she sighed nervously and forced her body to loosen. “Okay, ready?”

         She nodded hesitantly, and he moved toward her, dancing her backward to the beat of the music. At first, she stumbled to keep up. She bit her bottom lip and concentrated intently on her foot placement, but she didn’t quit. Sam liked that about her, even if her jerky movements were throwing him off as well.

         To help her keep the rhythm, he pulled her closer, forcing her to look over his shoulder instead of down at her feet. Then he lowered his mouth to her ear and whispered, “Quick, quick, slow. Slow.”

         She improved instantly, and her movements lined up with his, matching the pace he’d set to the music as they glided across the dance floor. He was sure she was chanting the mantra over and over in her head and probably still wore a tense look of concentration and determination, but he hesitated to pull back to see for himself. Mostly because her soft skin emitted a sweet, delicious aroma, and he couldn’t get enough of it. Like the woman had bathed herself in vanilla-scented sugar. God, she smells incredible.

         Her unexpected laugh had him wondering if he’d spoken out loud, but then he noticed her friend across the dance floor with a huge smile, giving them a thumbs-up. Not only was Leah dancing, but she was doing a fairly decent job at keeping up. Sure, her form could use a little polish, and she stepped on his foot every now and then, but he had to give the girl some credit.

         “Your friend seems nice,” he said, making small talk to pass the time as well as smooth out the awkward silence.

         “Valerie’s great, even under all that toy poodle cuteness.”

         Sam let out a hearty laugh. “A poodle—that’s it! I had her pegged more as a Chihuahua, but I think you nailed it. All she needs is a large, obnoxious pink bow in her hair.”

         “She stopped wearing hair ornaments after I made the reference last year,” Leah said with a giggle.

         “She keeps staring over here. Why does she look so surprised to see you dancing?”

         “Because I can’t dance,” Leah said evenly.

         “Oh, really?” Placing his hand on her hip, Sam pushed her out, spun her around twice, and pulled her back to him in one smooth motion. “Looks like you’re doing a fine job to me.”

         “It’s you,” she said, looking him square in the eyes with a heavy-lidded gaze that stole his breath. “Y-you make me look good.”

         The song ended, and although they stopped moving, they didn’t separate. Silently, he stared at her face, taking in her features one by one. Emerald jewels stared back him, glistening under the strobe lights. She licked her plump, ripe lips nervously, coating them with a glossy sheen of moisture. Rosy cheeks, heated by the spike in body temperature, clearly had nothing to do with dancing. For a moment, Sam lost his wits.

         “I don’t know about that,” he said, allowing his eyes to drop lower for a delicious view of her nicely rounded curves. “I think you look pretty damn—”

         “Excuse me,” someone interrupted, tapping his shoulder. “Do you remember me from the other night?”

         Sam and Leah both turned toward the black-haired beauty standing behind him. The young woman’s red leather pants clung low on her waist, displaying a midriff pierced by a sparkly diamond on a silver chain. Her top—if you could call it that—resembled a sexy push-up bra with rhinestones.

         “Sorry to interrupt,” she said, glancing at Leah and then back to him. “But I saw you when I walked by and couldn’t help myself.” She giggled and blushed a little. “After all, it’s not every day a girl gets picked up and taken home by a stranger.”

         Sam knew she referred to the innocent ride home he gave her when he found her on the side of the road with a flat tire and no spare, but he stiffened a little anyway. Anyone—including Leah—could easily take the girl’s comment out of context. And judging by the irritated expression on Leah’s face, she had done just that.

         He could’ve told the truth. Hell, maybe he should have. But remembering what he was about to say to Leah made him rethink his position. The interruption had to be some sort of divine intervention. Otherwise he’d have his mouth trailing all over Leah’s body until morning. And that couldn’t happen. He meant what he’d said to Max. No women. Not even this one.

         “Amy, right?” Sam asked the young woman and waited as she nodded in confirmation. “Would you like to dance?” Out of the corner of his eyes, he monitored Leah’s reaction. Her green eyes widened, and her mouth fell open before she snapped it closed. “You don’t mind, do you, Leah?”

         “No, of course not.” She smiled briefly, but the disappointment was apparent in her lackluster eyes. Without another word, she pivoted and marched away, leaving an overwhelming amount of guilt in her wake.

         “Give me a second,” he told the young woman and then rushed to catch Leah before she vacated the dance floor. “Leah, wait!”

         She spun on him, her fierce eyes punching him straight in the gut. She was pissed and rightfully so. And that only made him feel more like a heel than he already did.

         “Leah, it’s just that…” He should explain it all, if only to keep her from thinking he was a jackass. But he couldn’t. Not without leading her on, which wouldn’t be fair to her. The last thing he wanted was to get involved with her—with anyone, for that matter. And as cowardly as it was, the simplest solution was to let her think whatever horrible scenario she’d conjured up in her mind was true. “I’m sorry. You’re just not my type,” he blurted out.

         Leah glanced across the floor, her eyes scrolling up and down Amy’s skin-baring, leather-clad figure. Then she peered down at her own voluptuous body and pursed her lips. “It’s okay, Sam. It’s not like I didn’t see it coming.” Then she turned and walked away.

         He cringed. Not only was what he said the farthest thing from the truth, but the thoughtless brush-off sounded more like a fucked-up insult. Smooth, asshole. Real smooth.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Leah sank into her chair.

         It wasn’t the first time she’d been turned down because of her weight, and she doubted it would be the last. It was, however, the first time a man had been honest about it though. Not his type. Hmph.

         As Sam danced with the girl, he occasionally glanced over, as if he were expecting Leah to burst into tears at any moment. Okay, so maybe she did feel like crying a little. But she wouldn’t. Not in public anyway. That sort of thing usually snuck up on her when she was lying in bed alone in the middle of the night, wondering if she’d ever meet a nice guy who didn’t care she had love handles and wasn’t a size two.

         Even her ex-boyfriend had tried to force her to lose weight by ordering her salads and convincing her to join the gym. If he’d been a health nut, then it might not have been so insulting. Instead, he’d boasted about his great metabolism, ordered himself a bacon cheeseburger, and said he didn’t have time to work out. Yeah, he was a jerk too.

         Leah sighed, motioned for the waitress, and ordered five shots of tequila. Her plan was simple. She’d show Sam there were no hard feelings by buying the next round, including one for the stripper wannabe he was dancing with. Because she was mature like that. She stole another glance at him dancing with the midriff-baring brunette. Dickhead.

         Why couldn’t he have just fed her a line of bullshit like other guys always did? I’ve sworn off women for good. I think I’m coming down with something. What’s your friend’s name? She wasn’t his type because he obviously preferred younger, skinnier girls. Why was she surprised? He hadn’t even committed her name to memory two seconds after they’d exchanged them. And he’d barely looked directly at her. That alone spoke volumes.

         Leah rubbed at her forehead, wondering if the word pathetic had somehow appeared without her knowing. Because that’s exactly how she felt after Sam blew her off to dance with another woman.

         The waitress brought the shots to the table, and Leah became even more depressed. Five shots of tequila sat in front of her reminding her that she was now the fifth wheel. Just great. And she was doing what she always did…pretending it didn’t bother her. But it did bother her. No, actually it annoyed the hell out of her.

         So she developed a little crush on an inaccessible guy who wasn’t into shapely women. So what? Story of her life. No need to torture herself this way. Then she made the mistake of checking on Valerie. Unsurprisingly, she was in Max’s arms on the dance floor, engaged in conversation as they exchanged flirty eye contact and subtle glances.

         Leah sighed. She didn’t begrudge Val for having a good time, but she would give anything to know the girl’s secret. How was it possible Leah struggled to find a single date, while a full-figured Valerie attracted every man who crossed her path? Maybe the old saying was true after all—blondes had more fun.

         But then she glanced back to Sam dancing with the skinny brunette and narrowed her eyes. No. Apparently only blondes and thin women have more fun…

         Well, not anymore. Screw him. She would make her own fun.

         For the first time in her life, Leah was going to be bold. She picked up one of the shots of tequila and plucked the lime wedge off the side, tossing it onto a napkin. She didn’t need a sissy-ass lime wedge chaser. She was proving to herself how daring she could be. This was for her. Then she downed the shot in one gulp.

         Oh God. She cringed and shuddered, then quickly reached for the lime wedge and bit into it, neutralizing the nasty tequila flavor. She knew she had made horrible faces but couldn’t help herself. The taste of the tequila was terrible. Thank goodness no one saw… Crap.

         Wearing a grin, Sam stared at her from the dance floor.

         She squirmed in her seat as irritation transformed into anger, and the sudden need to wipe that stupid smile off his face took over. So she lifted a second shot glass and quickly tossed it back, forcing herself to keep a straight face. He continued to watch closely so she lifted a third glass. That had him raising a brow and his mouth collapsing into a thin, straight line. Guess he didn’t approve.

         Like I care? Hardly.

         Leah wanted to laugh, but instead she lifted the next shot higher, toasting Sam’s asshole behavior, and threw that one back as well. The shots were getting surprisingly easier—and better tasting—by the minute, so she finished off the other two. That made Sam frown, and he squinted at her, as if he were trying to figure out what the hell she was doing. Like it was any of his business.

         She ignored his questioning glare and again searched the room for Valerie, who had vanished. Great. Leah still hadn’t spotted her when a broad figure blocked her view of the dance floor. She gazed up to see Shrimper Bob leering at her with his eyeballs dangling out of their sockets and halfway down her cleavage.

         “Whoa! I’d do a body shot off your chest any day,” he said.

         “Excuse me?”

         He gestured to the five empty shot glasses. “Tequila tastes better when you lick salt off each other. Why don’t we try it and have a little fun?”

         Leah cringed. No way was she licking anything off someone she’d dubbed Shrimper Bob. “No thanks.”

         “Aw, come on,” he slurred drunkenly. “I don’t bite. At least not unless you want me to.” He chuckled and stepped closer.

         Leah shot out of her seat to move away from him but swayed and gripped the back of her chair, dizzy from the five shots that had apparently hit her when she rose. Shrimper Bob gripped her arm and pulled her into his chest, which reeked of beer and sweat.

         “It’s okay, babe. I’ve got you.”

         “Let go. I don’t want your help.”

         He sniffed her hair and tightened his grasp on her arm, while wrapping his other brawny arm around her waist. “Why don’t I take you out to my truck and you can lay down on my lap for a while?”

         Yeah, like that was the least bit appealing. “Why don’t you get lost?” Leah jerked away, freeing herself from his grasp. “Like I said, I’m not interested.”

         A drunken, lopsided grin widened his face. “I bet I could change your mind.”

         And I bet I could kick your nuts halfway across the room. “Sorry, it’s not going to happen.” She started to stagger away, but he reached for her again and laughed, as if this were some fun game they were playing. “Stop touching me!”

         “Oh, come on, I’m just playing around,” he said, holding his hands up in mock surrender and winking. “You know, just copping a little feel.”

         “Touch her again and the only thing you’re going to feel is my fist in your face.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sam had known this guy would cause trouble before the night was out.

         When the big man had sat near them at the bar, Sam heard some of the crude comments he made to the bartender about various women who passed by. Since the man hadn’t spoken directly to any of them, Sam let it go, chalking it up to the alcohol. But putting his hands on a lady, when she’d already asked him not to, was going too far.

         “I can handle this,” Leah said, stepping up beside Sam.

         “Looks like your boyfriend wants in on the action.” The man laughed and squared his broad shoulders, daring Sam to intervene.

         A searing heat traveled through Sam’s body as he clenched his fist. He was only seconds away from losing his temper completely. “Why don’t you walk away before someone gets hurt?”

         The other guy’s eyes lit up at the challenge. “What? Afraid your little bitch found herself a real man?”

         Sam shook his head. “Should’ve listened to the warning, dipshit.”

         In a lightning-fast move, he swung and cracked his knuckles against the other man’s rock-hard jaw. The solid punch knocked him out cold, and his big body crumpled into a heap on the floor. Sam stood over him, shaking his fist and rubbing his sore knuckles.

         “What the hell did you do that for?” Leah yelled.

         Sam looked at her stupidly. “He insulted you.”

         “And?”

         “And…he insulted you.”

         “So what? You think it’s the first time I’ve been insulted by some asshole?” she scolded him with an accusatory glare then paused and lifted one finger in the air. “Oh, I get it. You probably don’t think I get many offers.”

         “What? No, of course I don’t think that. I was just—”

         “Uh-oh,” Leah said, glancing over his shoulder.

         A bald-headed bouncer in a black shirt barged over, pointing to the exit. “Out!” he demanded. “Both of you.”

         Leah’s eyes widened. “But my friend is in here some—”

         “I don’t care,” the bouncer sneered, unsympathetic to her situation. “Get out. Now.”

         She scowled at Sam then huffed as she wobbled toward the door. He followed behind her, amused by the way she focused all her attention on walking so she wouldn’t fall over. Served her right for slamming back five shots, one after another.

         Once outside, she rounded on him with glazed eyes of fury. “This is all your fault,” she slurred, swaying on her feet. “If you would’ve just stayed out of it, then everything would’ve been fine. You didn’t have to punch him.”

         “He had it coming.”

         “I was handling it.”

         “You can barely walk straight, much less fend off some offensive asshole.”

         She narrowed her eyes, obviously still pissed off. “Oh yeah? Well, he wasn’t the first offensive asshole I crossed paths with tonight.”

         Sam had a sneaking suspicion she was referring to him, probably from the way her eyes shot flaming daggers at him. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

         “What happened? Did you draw the short straw? Lost a bet with your buddy, Max, and got stuck with Large Marge?”

         Sam blinked, stunned and completely clueless as to who she was talking about. “Bet? What are you talking about? And who the hell is Large Marge?”

         “Like you don’t know?” Leah shook her head with disgust and sighed. “Now, thanks to you, I have to walk home. Valerie was my ride.”

         “I’ll take you home,” Sam said, pulling his keys out of his pocket. “You’re in no condition to walk anywhere.”

         He wasn’t sure why the comment upset her even more, but she practically growled out, “I guess you don’t think I can walk that far.”

         Sam shrugged it off. “No, actually, I don’t. You’d face-plant before you even got out of the parking lot.” He led the way over to his red truck nearby and opened the passenger door as she mumbled incoherently behind him. “Do you need help getting in?”

         She climbed clumsily into the cab without his assistance and heaved out a breath. “What were you planning on doing…greasing my whale ass to fit through the door?” Then she slammed the truck door closed.

         Only then did Sam understand. Obviously, he had somehow offended her about her weight, though he wasn’t sure what he did wrong. Then he remembered his comment on the dance floor. You’re just not my type. Oh, hell.

         She must’ve thought that was what he meant. God, she didn’t know how wrong she was. It was Max who liked his women sleek and thin as a rail, not Sam. In fact, most women his buddy dated were one sandwich shy of being hospitalized for malnutrition. Their bones jutted out of their shoulders, and the majority of them shopped in the kids’ clothing department to find something that fit their tiny frames. To Sam, that wasn’t a sexy woman—it was a prepubescent child.

         He had never been fond of the anorexic, always-on-a-diet type. And he sure as hell didn’t want to sleep with a bag of bones either. Sam appreciated the sensual rounded curves of a feminine body, a girl with some meat on her hips. The soft contours of a woman’s thighs, large shapely breasts, and a gently rounded ass he could grab on to with his hands—that was what he loved about a womanly figure. All the things Leah possessed.

         But somehow she’d misunderstood. Had he known she pictured him at the helm of a boat with a harpoon in his hands, he would’ve gladly corrected the assumption. Leah was not a whale, by any means, and it was almost laughable she would think of herself in that manner. Especially since he was so attracted to her that he had to maintain a slight distance while dancing to keep from rubbing the hard bulge in his pants across her abdomen. It had taken all his strength just to keep from adjusting himself in front of her.

         Some dickhead had obviously done a number on her self-esteem because there wasn’t a damn thing wrong with the way she looked. Whoever told this woman she’s fat should be shot and strung up by his testicles.

         Actually, she looked better than any of the women he’d seen in the bar in the last month. Hell, he wanted nothing more than to find out what she was wearing under that tight little black dress that hugged her curves so deliciously. Every time his eyes landed on her tonight, he’d imagined what it would be like to have her unravel beneath him while he thrust into…No. I can’t go there. Take the girl to her door and forget about her. It wouldn’t be right.

         He wasn’t ready to get involved with another woman after the drama with his ex-girlfriend. Hell, a psychiatrist could make a year’s fucking salary off Sylvia in just the first session alone. Sam needed to be single and allow himself time to regroup, to figure out what he wanted in a life partner. He’d been serious when he’d told Max he was ready to settle down, but he wanted to do so with the right person. Sylvia definitely wasn’t that person. And he doubted that the pissed-off, inebriated woman in his truck was the right one either.

         He strolled around the hood and climbed into the driver’s seat, keeping his eyes straight ahead, not wanting to ogle her any more than he had to. “Okay, where to?”

         Leah didn’t answer him.

         He asked again, but all he heard was the soft sound of snoring coming from the passenger’s seat. He dared to glance over. Her eyes were closed tight, and her head lolled to the side. He pushed on her shoulder, but she only snored louder. Sam couldn’t help but grin at the way her head leaned so far back against the seat that her mouth hung open.

         “Leah?” he said, nudging her again, “you have to wake up so you can tell me where you live.”

         No movement. No opening her eyes. She was out cold. So Sam did the only thing he could. He started the truck, shifted into gear, and drove out of the parking lot.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Sam poured the steaming coffee into the mug and carried it toward his bedroom. He wasn’t sure how Leah took her coffee—or if she even drank coffee—so he made it as strong as usual and hoped she liked it black.

         Still asleep, she was lying on her back with one arm above her head, the cock-eyed pillow forcing it into a weird, break-neck position. She had kicked the comforter onto the floor, leaving her luscious, full-figured body covered only by a lacey black bra and matching panties. Unfortunately, those meager scraps of lace did nothing to hide her hard nipples.

         Fuck me. He tried his damnedest not to stare, but the mere idea of her lying in his bed, with her hair cascading down his pillow, already had his dick twitching in delight.

         Her mottled skin was broken out in gooseflesh, possibly from the combination of the cold air conditioner and the fan circling on high over the bed. It probably hadn’t helped that Sam had undressed her to make her more comfortable. If she hadn’t been passed out cold, he doubted he would’ve been such a gentleman and kept his hands to himself. It definitely wasn’t the first time he’d undressed a woman in complete darkness, but it was the first time he’d slept on the couch afterward.

         He tapped her on the shoulder, hoping the alcohol had worked its way through her system. Maybe he’d be able to actually wake her this time.

         Slowly, Leah stretched as her body and mind came into a conscious state. She sighed as her eyelids fluttered gently. She must’ve sensed she was in an unfamiliar place and panicked or something though because suddenly her eyes shot wide open and she arched her body off the bed, oddly clutching at her back.

         The quick movement startled him, causing him to tilt the mug and splash hot coffee onto his hand, burning him. “Sonofa—” He wiped the side of his coffee-splattered hand on his jeans. “What’s wrong with you?” Sam asked.

         “I…uh, was just checking.”

         “For what?”

         “M-my kidneys?” It sounded like a question.

         He squinted at her, not sure what she was talking about.

         “I was freezing. I guess I just thought…Well, you hear stories about people waking up in tubs of bloody ice water and missing a kidney.”

         Sam blinked and shook his head. “You’ve got some serious issues.”

         Leah lay back with both arms above her head and laughed. Then she must’ve realized she was not just in his bed but wearing only her bra and panties. She shrieked and immediately covered her chest with her arms, then sat up and drew her legs in to hide the rest of her as well.

         He grinned lightly. “Too late. I’ve already seen it.”

         “Oh crap. What did I do last night?”

         “Nothing your mother would be proud of,” Sam said easily.

         Her eyes widened. “Are you saying that we…um, I mean, did we…you know?”

         “Settle down. I was talking about getting drunk and kicked out of a bar, not having sex.”

         “So just to be clear, we didn’t…”

         “Of course not. Why kind of pervert do you take me for? I wouldn’t take advantage of an unconscious woman.”

         She was quiet for a second, probably trying to recall the events that led her to this very moment. He doubted she’d remember much more than climbing into his truck before the lights went out on her memories. “How did I get here?”

         “You fell asleep in my truck, and I couldn’t wake you. I didn’t know where you lived or what to do with you so I brought you here.”

         “Did you drag me inside by my ankle or something?”

         He gave her a puzzled look. “No. I carried you in.”

         “You must be pretty strong then.”

         Sam frowned. She was dogging her weight again, and it was starting to piss him off. Some jackass had really given her a very unhealthy image of herself. “You’re not nearly as heavy as you think you are,” he said, looking directly into her eyes to show how serious he was.

         Leah blushed a little and stammered, “Um…why am I naked?”

         He glanced down at her partially covered body. “That’s hardly what I consider naked.” The words rumbled out, low and breathy, like he was turned on.

         And if he was being completely honest with himself, he was. She was just as attractive out of her clothes as she was in her clothes, and Sam was enjoying the view.

         “I thought you’d be more comfortable out of that tight-ass dress, but don’t worry, I left all the good parts covered,” he said. When she cringed and tightened her arms across her chest, Sam realized how that must’ve sounded. As if nothing else about her body was good, except her most private areas. “What I mean is—”

         “Can I please have my dress back?” She spoke with a cool tone, obviously meant to end this particular conversation.

         He stared at her for a second longer then tossed her the dress that had been lying on a chair across the room. To be a gentleman, he kept his back turned, allowing her time to slip into it.

         Sam cleared his throat. “So I guess you don’t sleep in the nude?”

         “Of course not.”

         “You say that like it’s not normal for people to sleep naked. Lots of people do, you know.”

         “Well, not me.”

         “And why’s that?”

         “Because I…well, I’m fat.”

         He turned to look at her, just as she finished zipping up her dress. “Who the hell told you that you were fat?”

         She sat on the bed and slipped on her heels one at a time. “Well, if we’re talking most recently…you did.”

         “Leah, you misunderstood—”

         “Look, I don’t want to talk about it. To answer your question, I don’t take my clothes off unless I absolutely have to, and sleeping doesn’t require it.”

         Sam eyed her tight dress and then met her gaze head-on. “That depends on who you’re sleeping with.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Leah didn’t know what to think.

         After his remark, they’d both just stood there as a moment of awkward silence passed between them. His comment had sounded like a flirty come-on, and his brown eyes had done this funny, smoldering thing like he was picturing her naked or something. But then he’d completely shut down again. Damn him and his mixed signals.

         Now he was giving her a ride home—a dreadfully quiet one, at that—which was way more awkward than it should’ve been for two strangers who’d spent the night together but hadn’t had sex.

         “Turn right when you get to Market Street,” she told him.

         He nodded but didn’t say anything. Just kept his eyes forward and tightened his grip on the steering wheel. The knuckles on his right hand were still swollen and red from the punch he’d landed on Shrimper Bob’s jaw.

         Without thinking, Leah reached over and rubbed a finger gently over the bruising, making him tense up. “Does it hurt?”

         Sam shrugged. “Probably not as much as his jaw does.”

         “I guess I should thank you,” she said, pulling her hand back and placing it in her lap as he took a right turn.

         “But you won’t.” He looked over and cracked a smile.

         She gave him a teasing smirk back. “Hey, I told you I could handle it. But I will thank you for taking care of me last night.”

         He gave her a quick wink. “No problem.”

         “And for being such a gentleman.”

         “Oh, that was the easy part.”

         Leah cut her eyes over to him. What the hell is that supposed to mean? I’m so obviously unattractive that he had no problem keeping his hands to himself? She sighed inwardly. “You can drop me off in front of the bakery on the right.”

         He ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah, I guess I should’ve offered you some breakfast before we left. Sorry about that.”

         Great. Now he thinks he should’ve fed the Goodyear Blimp before giving her a ride home. Jesus. What’s wrong with this asshole? Could he make it more plain that he thinks I’m a cow? Whatever. No sense in working herself up. Besides, she still had her decorations up from the pity party she threw herself last night. Nothing like getting ditched in the middle of the dance floor for a thinner girl who barely looked old enough to be in the bar in the first place.

         Sam pulled up at the curb under the Sweets n’ Treats sign and stopped to let her out. “I’m running late for work, but I can wait…unless you’re going to be a while.”

         “Okay, that’s it!” she yelled, unbuckling her seat belt and swinging open the passenger door. “I’ve had enough of your snide remarks.”

         His eyebrows shot up in surprise. “What’d I say?”

         As she stepped out, she slammed the truck door and turned to face him through the open window. “Don’t play stupid. It’s not cute. You’ve made it painstakingly obvious that you aren’t attracted to me—which is fine, by the way—but you don’t have to make fun of me.”

         Sam shook his head. “Leah, I’m not making fun—”

         “Oh, really? Well, then why am I surprised you didn’t pull into the weigh station on the way here?” The moment she said it, she wished she could take it back. But once the flood gate was open, she had a hard time closing it. “For your information, I’m not here to eat. I’m here to work. This is my store. I know, such a cliché, right? Fat girl owns a bakery.” She turned to walk away.

         “Leah, wait...”

         She stopped in the middle of the sidewalk but didn’t turn around. “Thanks for the ride, Sam.” Then she hurried inside.

         The aroma of fresh-baked cinnamon raisin bread and vanilla-scented sugar glaze smacked her in the face. It was their top-selling item, and already a line of customers waited to get their share. Valerie wasn’t at the counter, which meant she was most likely filling orders in the kitchen.

         Though Leah knew Valerie would need help, she continued to stand near the door, wondering why Sam was still parked out front and hadn’t driven off. For a moment, she thought he might even come in after her. But then he shifted into gear and pulled away from the curb. Leah shook her head, disgusted with herself. Stupid. Guys like him don’t chase after girls who look like me.

         Valerie came out of the kitchen through the swinging door. She carried two small, white pastry boxes that she set on the counter as she caught a glimpse of Leah. “Hey, you! I’ve got an apron back here with your name on it.”

         Leah hurried around the counter past Valerie. “Five minutes,” she called out, then did a mad dash through the kitchen and up the creaky back stairs leading to her home over the bakery.

         Thankfully, Leah had lucked into leasing a building that came with an overhead apartment, which meant she only paid one rent instead of two. The one-bedroom was small and had been furnished by every garage sale in the neighborhood, but it was hers. A much better option than living with her parents at her age—not that twenty-seven was old or anything.

         Leah stripped off her dress and jumped in the shower, hurrying to make it back downstairs before the morning rush was over.

         Valerie hadn’t seemed upset that Leah was running late, but she didn’t want to press her luck. Mornings in a bakery were always the busiest time of the day, and although Val was a capable employee and a good friend, Leah wouldn’t allow herself to abuse their relationship.

         Sweets n’ Treats had been open for only a month in Granite, Texas, but word of mouth had proven to be a powerful advertising weapon. From the beginning, Leah had realized she needed to sprout another pair of hands to keep up with the demands. That’s when she’d hired Valerie.

         By the time she threw on jeans and a T-shirt, pulled her wet hair into a ponytail, and made it downstairs, the line at the counter had already diminished.

         Valerie continued filling the last few orders while Leah grabbed a clean apron from the back and jumped right in, restocking the nearly-empty glass display counter with parchment-lined metal trays of apple fritters, custard-filled doughnuts, and maple-glazed cinnamon twists.

         Once the last customer exited the bakery, Leah turned to Valerie. “I’m sorry I was late. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

         “Actually, all that prep work you did yesterday saved me a lot of trouble. I know I told you not to worry about it, but I’m glad you didn’t listen. It made the morning run so much smoother.” Valerie sat down on a stool, wiping her brow. “And boy, I was swamped.”

         “Hinting for a raise?” Leah asked with a laugh.

         Valerie smirked. “Right now, I’d settle for some intel about last night.”

         Leah blew out a breath, shrugged, and turned to wipe the counter. “Nothing to tell.”

         “Bullshit.”

         “No, really. Nothing happened.”

         “Shovel, anyone?” Val yelled out to the empty bakery. “Come on, Leah. You can’t seriously expect me to believe that you went home with Sam and nothing happened.”

         “It’s true,” she said, continuing to wipe a clean counter to avoid facing her friend.

         “Oh.” Valerie paused. “Well, it’s probably for the best anyway.”

         She looked over her shoulder at Valerie. “Why do you say that?”

         “Max said he has a small penis.”

         Leah laughed. “Max has a small penis?”

         “No. Sam does.”

         She stopped laughing. “That’s not funny, Val.”

         “Who’s laughing?”

         “Why is Max talking about Sam’s penis with you? And how would he even know?”

         “I don’t know. That’s just what he told me when I asked him why Sam was dancing with that other girl and you were sitting alone. Max said for me to tell you not to worry about it and that you weren’t missing out on anything.”

         “So you saw all that?”

         “Yes. A jerk move on Sam’s part, I might add. Max and I were going to come sit with you, but I got stuck in a long line for the bathroom. By the time I came out, you and Sam had both disappeared. I was a little concerned, but I ran into a girl who comes in the bakery almost every morning. She said she saw you leaving with a guy who fit Sam’s description.”

         “We were thrown out by the bouncer. Sam punched Shrimper Bob.”

         Valerie blinked, then threw her head back and laughed. “Oh no! Why’d he do that?”

         “It was one of those macho things, I guess. You know, checking to see who had the bigger dick.” Shit. Wrong choice of words.

         That made Valerie laugh even more. “I take it Sam and his micropenis must’ve lost.”

         Leah rolled her eyes, then summed up the rest of the story—well, what she could remember of it—as quickly as she could, but Valerie continued the hysterics. Finally, Leah had enough and sighed. “Stop laughing. It’s not funny.”

         “Oh, come on. It’s a little funny.”

         “Not really,” she said, pushing open the swinging door and heading into the back room with a scowl on her face.

         Valerie stopped laughing and trailed behind her. “Whoa! You really like him, don’t you?”

         Why do I have to be so damn transparent? “Doesn’t matter. He doesn’t return the sentiment.”

         “Then Tiny Tim is a jackass and doesn’t deserve you.”

         “Well, how did you and Max get along?” Leah asked, waggling her brows suggestively.

         “We didn’t go home together, if that’s what you’re ask—” A noise sounded from the front room. Valerie stepped over to the swinging door and peeked out the window. “Shit. Incoming.”

         Leah tossed her cleaning rag onto the counter. “Great. Just what I need right now. Don’t worry, I’ll go head her off at the pass.”

         “I’ll just stay back here out of the way.”

         “Yeah, right. Coward,” Leah called out as she shoved open the door and stepped into the front room.

         A slender woman with a flawless ivory complexion, mauve-painted lips, and wavy brown locks—at least a shade lighter than Leah’s—rounded the display counter.

         “Hi, Mom. What’s happening?”

         Her mother swept a glance over her. “Definitely not that outfit. And you didn’t even fix your hair today. How are you going to attract a good man looking like that?”

         Here we go again. Leah rolled her eyes. “Dad says I’m perfect just the way I am.”

         “Your father’s a liar. Besides, mothers are always right.” She stood in front of the swinging door just as Leah turned toward her and propped a hip against the counter. “Don’t slouch, honey. Good posture makes you look thinner.”

         Leah sighed but didn’t say anything. Not like it would do any good anyway.

         Just then, Valerie’s head appeared in the window of the swinging door behind Leah’s mother. She put a gun-shaped finger to her own head and pulled the trigger, pretending to blow her brains out.

         Leah cleared her throat to keep from laughing. “So why’d you stop by, Mom?”

         “I wanted to check on the cake for tonight’s wedding. I ran into Mrs. Newman at the supermarket and…frankly, she seemed worried. I think she’s afraid you might sabotage Gavin’s reception by doing something to ruin their cake.”

         Valerie’s head appeared again in the window as she mimed hanging herself with an invisible noose. Leah bit her cheek to keep from smiling. “Well, then maybe Mrs. Newman should’ve thought about that before ordering her son’s cake from his ex-girlfriend’s bakery.”

         “Honey, please don’t do anything to embarrass me. I have to sit on the City Council with that dreadful woman, and it would make for some very awkward town hall meetings.” Mom shifted slightly and almost caught Valerie sticking her finger down her throat, but Val ducked just in time.

         “Believe it or not, Mom, my reputation is important to me. I wouldn’t do anything to mess up Gavin’s wedding. Especially since this business arrangement is going to bring lots of new clients who happen to be friends with the Newmans. That’s the only reason I agreed to make Gavin’s wedding cake in the first place.”

         “Good. Then it’s settled. No mishaps tonight.” Her mother maneuvered around the counter, mission apparently accomplished. “Oh, and don’t forget to dress nice. Something black and slimming. There’ll be some available, well-endowed men at tonight’s party,” she said, swishing out the door without looking back.

         The moment her mom left, Valerie poked her head out of the back room. “Well-endowed, huh?” she said, waggling her eyebrows.

         “Yeah, I think my mom wants me to find a guy with a good income so he can pay for my Lap-Band surgery.”

         “God, that sucks. Why is she always so critical of you?”

         “I don’t know. I think it’s in the genes or something. Dad says her own mother was overbearing in much the same way. My mom spent her whole life trying to gain her mother’s approval. I don’t think she’s trying to be mean, but I guess she gets it honestly. Her mother wanted her to marry someone well endowed too.”

         “Wonder what she would say if I told her you spent last night with a guy who has a pencil for a dick.”

         Leah smirked. “Don’t make me fire you.”
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