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Sometimes love has a plan all of its own . . .


Only the challenge of renovating a historic building could persuade architect Reid McCormack to return to his hometown of Hope. And once the job is finished, he’s heading right back to Boston . . . no matter how drawn he is to beautiful florist Samantha Reasor.


Samantha watches over her elderly grandmother and pours a piece of herself into every floral creation she designs. However sexy she finds Reid, she’s resisting acting on her crush. Samantha’s not in the market for a temporary fling – she wants something real, permanent . . . and forever.


With such different outlooks, how can these two possibly work? Yet as their attraction grows deeper, Samantha and Reid realise that maybe love is the one thing they can build a future on.


Want more gorgeously romantic love stories? Don’t miss the rest of this steamy series which began with Hope Flames. And check out Jaci’s sexy sporting romance series, beginning with The Perfect Play.
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REID MCCORMACK STOOD in the middle of the main floor of the old mercantile in downtown Hope, his boots kicking around years’ worth of dust and debris. The ceiling was collapsing, the original wood floor had seen years of use, and some of the floorboards were worn down to holes. He’d already been to the second and third floor to check things out. The original staircase leading to the second floor should probably be condemned. Plumbing was shit, electrical was shot, and the list of crap items he ticked off in his head should be giving him nightmares.


But Reid had a vision of what this place could be—of what it once had been. As an architect, he built from new—he’d never done work on anything historical. He was an architect, but he was also a licensed contractor. He’d done renovation work here and there, but nothing of this scope.


As he studied the blueprints for the old mercantile he’d agreed to renovate, he still had no idea what he was doing back in his hometown, or why he’d agreed to this job.


It was a big project, and he had plenty of projects with his company in Boston. Shifting responsibilities over had been a giant pain in the ass, as was taking a leave of absence and putting his company—his baby—in the hands of his associates. He’d sweated blood and risked a hell of a lot of money to get his architectural firm up and running, and with numerous late nights and damn good work, he’d made a success of McCormack Architectural Designs.


The thought of not being in Boston overseeing the business sent a shot of nervousness straight to his gut. But, he’d had to admit, when he’d come back home for his brother Logan’s wedding in the spring and they’d taken a look at this old place, it had been childhood memories, plus the challenge of restoring the mercantile to its former glory, that had been too much to resist.


This was his chance to do something out of the ordinary.


He had ideas for the mercantile. A lot of them. And now that he and his brothers had bought the old building back from the town, it was their responsibility to do right by it.


He intended to do it justice.


And when the job was done he’d head back to Boston, where he belonged.


He heard a knock on the front door, dissipating the cloud of memories.


Figuring it was the general contractor he’d hired—or maybe his brothers, who were also supposed to meet him here today—he went to the door and pulled it open.


It wasn’t the contractor or his brothers. It was Samantha Reasor, the owner of the flower shop around the corner. Sam was the one who’d pushed hard for them to take on this project. Or rather, for him to take it on. She was as passionate about the mercantile as anyone in Hope.


Today she wore dark skinny jeans that showcased her slender frame. Her blond hair was pulled high on top of her head, and she had on a short-sleeved polo shirt that bore the name Reasor’s Flower Shop. And she had the prettiest damn smile he’d ever seen, with full lips painted a kissable shade of pink.


Not that he was thinking about kissing her or anything. He was back in Hope to work.


“Hi, Reid. I heard you were in town and getting ready to start the project. I couldn’t wait to get inside here again. I hope I’m not bothering you. If I am, I can take off.”


“Hey, Sam. You’re not a bother. Come on in. Though the place is still as dusty as it was when we did the walk-through in the spring. Are you sure you want to get dirty?”


She waved her hand as she stepped in. “I don’t mind. I’ve been snipping and arranging flower baskets all day for an event. There are probably leaves in my hair.”


As she walked by, he inhaled the fresh scent of—what was that? Freesia? Roses? Hell if he knew, since he didn’t know jack about flowers. He only knew that Sam smelled damn good. And there were no leaves in her hair.


She turned in a circle, surveying both up and down the main room. “It’s amazing, isn’t it?”


He laughed. “Right now it’s a dump.”


Her gaze settled on him. “Oh, come on. Surely you can see beyond the trash and the layers of dust to what it can be. Do you have ideas yet? I mean, of course you do, because you’re here to tear down and build up, so you have all the ideas, right?” She spied the rolled-up documents in his hand. “Do you have blueprints?”


“Yeah.”


“Care to share? I’d love to see the plans you’ve worked up.”


“Actually, the general contractor is due to show up here shortly, along with Luke and Logan. You’re welcome to hang out while we go over them.”


She pulled her phone out of her back pocket. “Unfortunately, I can’t. I have a delivery to make in about thirty minutes. But I’d really like to see the blueprints.”


“Some other time, then.”


Her eyes lit up. “Oh, I know. Are you busy for dinner tonight?”


“Uh, dinner?”


“Sure. Why don’t you come over to my place? I make a mean plate of spaghetti. If you’re not busy with your family. I know you’d like to get reacquainted with them, so I don’t want to step all over that.”


“No, it’s not that. I’ve been here a couple days already, so we’ve done the reacquainting stuff.” He didn’t know what the hell was going on. Was she asking him out, or was she just interested in seeing the blueprints?


“Perfect. Give me your phone and I’ll put my address and cell number in it.”


He handed his phone over and Sam typed in her info.


“Is seven okay? That’ll give me time to close up the shop and get things going.”


“Sure.”


“Great.” She grasped his arm. “I’m so glad you’re here, Reid. I’ll see you later. You and your blueprints.”


She breezed out of the mercantile and he found himself staring at the closed door, wondering what the hell had just happened.


Sam probably just wanted to get a good look at the blueprints when they’d have more time. She was interested in the old building. Not in him.


And he wasn’t interested in her. Or in any woman. He was in town to refurbish the mercantile, and nothing more.


But, whatever. He liked spaghetti. So he’d see Sam, she’d see the blueprints, and that would be it.


SAM WENT BACK to the shop, wishing she’d had more time to check out Reid—check out the blueprints. Not that Reid wasn’t some awesome eye candy. Today he’d worn loose jeans, boots, and a short-sleeved T-shirt that showed off his tanned, well-muscled arms.


It had taken everything in her to walk out of the mercantile. Fortunately, she had a job and a timeline, and that always came first. She loaded up the flowers that Georgia Burnett had ordered for the Chamber of Commerce luncheon today, put them in her van, and drove them over to the offices. Georgia, who’d had a terrible fall last year and had spent several months laid up, was back to her old cheery, mobile self again. And since she was the mother of two of Sam’s friends, Emma and Molly, Georgia was like a mother to Sam as well. Which was so nice, since the only family Sam had left was her Grammy Claire.


And family was a big deal to Sam.


She pushed through the doors of the offices, her arms filled with bouquets. Georgia was right there at the front desk waiting for her, looking slim and gorgeous as always.


“Hello, Georgia, how are you?”


“Doing wonderfully, Samantha. And you?”


“Great.” She pressed a kiss to Georgia’s cheek while simultaneously juggling two baskets of flowers.


“The baskets are gorgeous, honey,” Georgia said. “The tables are already set up inside, so you can place them in the center of each one.”


“Will do.”


Sam went about her business, and once she finished, she said good-bye to Georgia and headed back to the shop. She still had several individual flower orders to prepare and deliver, which took up the remainder of her day.


Which suited her just fine. Busy was good for business, and business had been great lately. She had two weddings coming up, including that of Georgia’s daughter Molly next month.


When her phone buzzed, she smiled. Speaking of the bride-to-be . . .


“Hey, Molly,” she said, putting her phone on speaker so she could continue to work.


“Are you sure all the flowers we ordered are going to come in on time?” Molly asked.


“Yup.”


“In the right colors?”


“Absolutely.”


“And how about the lilies? Oh, and the corsages for my mom and for Carter’s mom?”


“All under control, honey.”


Molly paused. “I’m being a neurotic mess, aren’t I?”


“Nope. You’re being a bride. This is normal.”


“I have a checklist of items, and then I came across flowers, and I know we’ve gone over this a hundred times, but you know, I just had to check.”


Sam was used to this. Brides called her all the time, even if everything was perfect. “Of course you had to check. Call anytime. But Molly? I’ve got this. Trust me.”


“I know you do. Honest, I really do. Oh, and Sam, thanks.”


“You’re welcome. I’ll talk to you soon.” She hung up, figuring Molly would call her again tomorrow.


Which didn’t bother her at all, because as a florist, her job was to keep her customers happy. And when one of her customers was also one of her closest friends, that counted double.


She delivered the afternoon flowers, then came back to clean up the shop and prep things for tomorrow morning. By then it was closing time, and she made a quick grocery list so she could dash into the store and get what she needed for dinner tonight.


She had no idea why she’d invited Reid over for dinner. First she had to go in and start blabbering at him like she had some kind of motormouth disease.


Ugh. What was wrong with her, anyway? She was normally calm and in control of herself.


Except around Reid, for some reason. Ever since that night at Logan and Des’s wedding when she’d sat next to him, she’d felt an instant zap of attraction.


And ever since that zap, she’d been ridiculously shy around him.


Normally when a woman was shy, she’d be quiet, right?


But not Samantha. No, she had run-of-the-mouth issues when she was around a man she was attracted to.


So what did she do with Reid? She invited him to dinner. An impulse suggestion, sure, and only because she really wanted to see the blueprints. But was that really the only reason? When he’d been in town in the spring for the wedding, she’d definitely felt that tug of . . . something.


He’d gone back to Boston soon after his brother’s wedding, and she’d ignored the zap, figuring it had been nothing more than a passing mutual interest in the mercantile. But seeing him today, that zap had been something entirely different, and totally biological.


She chewed on her bottom lip and decided to call her best friend, Megan, for some advice. She punched in Megan’s number on her phone.


“What’s up, Sam?” Megan asked when she answered.


“Reid McCormack is back in town.”


“I heard. So he’s going to start work on the mercantile, right?”


“Yes. I popped over there today when I saw him go in. And then I invited him to dinner.”


Megan paused. “That’s interesting. Why?”


Sam pulled up the stool behind the counter and took a seat. “I don’t know. Impulse. And, you know, I got to talking to him. I might have overtalked.”


“You babbled.”


Leave it to her best friend to know her so well. “Yes, I babbled. I guess I babbled my way into a dinner invitation. We were chatting about the building and he had the blueprints, which I was really interested in, and I could tell he was busy, so it was an impulse thing.”


“Always go with your impulses, Sam. You’re obviously attracted to him. Did he say yes?”


“He did. And why do you think I’m attracted to him?”


“Everyone saw the way the two of you were together when we all went to check out the mercantile in the spring.”


Sam frowned. “What do you mean, everyone saw? What did they see?”


“Oh, you know. Heads together, wandering around looking the place over. And when you climbed up the ladder to look at the ceiling? He checked out your butt.”


Sam leaned her arms on the counter. “He did not. He did? Really?”


“He did. Chelsea and I were watching. And he was not looking at the ceiling. He was looking at your butt.”


“Now that is interesting.”


“I know. So enjoy dinner. And see what happens for dessert.”


“I will. But you know, I didn’t invite him for dinner to have . . . dessert with him.”


Megan laughed. “Sure you didn’t.”


“Megan, I’m serious. I just wanted to see his blueprints.”


“Is that what we’re calling it now?”


Sam rolled her eyes. “You’re so funny.”


“I know I am. Call me tomorrow with all the details.”


“Okay.”


Samantha hung up, grabbed her purse, and locked up the shop, then headed out to her car. Once inside, she looked at her phone to double-check her grocery list.


She was going to cook a spaghetti dinner for Reid McCormack tonight, and then she was going to look over his blueprints. And by blueprints, she really meant actual blueprints. Nothing involving “dessert.”


But if he checked out her butt again, dessert might be back on the menu. And she wasn’t talking sweets.




Chapter 2
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REID DIDN’T HAVE a lot of time to ponder the mystery that was Samantha Reasor, because not long after she left, Deacon Fox pulled up.


He grinned as he walked outside to shake Deacon’s hand.


“Hey, movie star,” he said to Deacon.


“Fuck you.”


Reid shook his head. Nothing much had changed since their high school days. Deacon still had those movie-star looks Reid used to tease him about. With jet black hair, blue eyes, and rugged good looks, Deacon had to fight off the women.


Not that Deacon had done a whole lot of fighting off back then. There’d been plenty of girls, and Deacon had never said no. Until Deacon and Loretta Simmons had hooked up. Then all other women had ceased to exist for him. But that was high school and a long time ago, and a lot had changed since then.


Though Reid had heard that Deacon was still hot with all of the women. Single, a business owner, and, though Reid didn’t see the appeal, he supposed Deacon could still be considered good-looking.


If you liked the dark, rugged, handsome type.


“You had to pick the place that needs the most work, huh?” Deacon asked as they surveyed the front of the building.


“You know me. I like a challenge.”


“Yeah. I know you all right. At least the outside is still in decent shape. Once we replace the porch and clean up the brick, that’s all the exterior is going to need. I’ll have to check out the roof, but it doesn’t look to be in bad shape. From the paperwork I got, looks like the roof was replaced about ten years ago, so we should be good to go there.”


“Agreed.”


Deacon nodded. “Let me grab my copy of the blueprints and I’ll meet you inside. Your idiot brothers coming?”


Reid laughed. “They should be here soon.”


Deacon slapped him on the back. “You and me together again, McCormack. Just like old times, huh?”


“Yeah. Just like old times. Except this time you’re going to have to do some of the work. You know, because I’m paying you.”


“Screw you. I always worked harder than you did.”


Reid shook his head when Deacon disappeared, then went inside to grab his blueprint copy and waited for Deacon. He’d hired Deacon, owner of Fox Construction, to assist him with the renovation project. In high school, he and Deacon had had English and math classes together, and had suffered through Mr. Sundford’s chem class of death as lab partners.


At eighteen, it had been Deacon he’d leaned on when his mother had decided she’d rather be free than be a parent. If it hadn’t been for his brothers, his dad, and Deacon, he wasn’t sure how he would have survived that summer. His brothers and father had given him the family support he needed, but when that had gotten too smothering, he’d fled the house and hung out with Deacon.


Deacon didn’t have the perfect family. His parents had divorced when he was ten, so he understood complicated family dynamics. Deacon hadn’t judged when Reid had spilled his guts one drunken weekend out at the lake. Instead, he’d sat quietly next to him and listened as Reid had railed against his mother, against faithless women who couldn’t stick it out when times were rough. Deacon had agreed with him when necessary, and had told him he was full of shit when Reid had stumbled around in a drunken stupor and mumbled about obviously not being worth loving.


That night was still a little fuzzy, but he remembered Deacon shoving him so hard he’d fallen on his ass in the dirt. Deacon had told him he could blame his mother for every goddamn thing that was wrong in the world, but none of what had happened would ever be Reid’s fault. Just like it hadn’t been Deacon’s fault that his parents had decided to get a divorce.


Obviously Deacon had a lot more practical experience with the divorce thing. It had taken Reid a while to get on board, but he had, and his father and brothers had been his familial rocks, while Deacon had been his Gibraltar of a friend.


He’d never forgotten it, and even though he’d left Hope for college and then found his career in Boston, he’d never cut ties with Deacon. So when the opportunity presented itself to refurbish the mercantile, Deacon had been the first person he’d thought of to help him.


“How’s business?” Reid asked when Deacon came back inside.


“Busier than a male porn star with a twelve-inch dick.”


Reid snorted. “Speaking from personal experience, Deacon?”


“You know it. It’s my weekend side job.”


“You wish.” Only with Deacon could he have this conversation.


He’d missed him. They’d stayed in touch over the years, and he knew Deacon had taken over his dad’s construction business.


“This is probably a small-time operation for you,” Reid said.


“Hey, like I told you. I’m absolutely on board with doing this renovation. The mercantile means as much to me as it does to you. I can’t wait to make her shine again.”


Which was why he’d hired Deacon. They shared the same vision.


The door opened, and Luke and Logan walked in.


“I swear we don’t have tequila in here, Officer,” Deacon said.


“Well, why the hell not?” Luke asked.


“Because it would take twice as long to finish the job,” Reid said. “And Deacon’s expensive.”


Deacon shot Reid a look. “You’re paying for the best, my man. That’s why I’m expensive.”


“You hired this joker to help with the renovation?” Logan asked, shaking Deacon’s hand. “Man, you must have been high.”


Deacon laughed. “Yeah, as high and sturdy as that barn you had me build for you, asshole.”


Logan shrugged. “No complaints there.”


Sometimes Reid really missed this camaraderie. He had friends in Boston, but it wasn’t the same. He missed the people he’d grown up with, the people who knew him well, knew his idiosyncrasies and his secrets—the bad ones as well as the good ones.


Family and his best friend. His lifelines over the years.


But his business—his success story—that was in Boston.


And that’s where he’d head back to once this project was finished.


Deacon looked the building over. “This place is a shithole.”


“Yeah,” Reid said, seeing the mess through Deacon’s eyes. Holes in the walls—and the floors. Ceiling collapsing, plumbing a disaster, and electrical a total nightmare. Nothing was where he wanted it, which meant a total restructure.


The mercantile had lost her sparkle, and there was a hell of a lot of work ahead of them. She was worth it.


He shot a grin at Deacon. “But it’s going to be amazing once it’s finished.”


Logan stepped over broken cabinets that appeared to have been wrenched from the wall by the Hulk on a bender. “This place seems worse than it did when we were here several months ago. Has it been vandalized or something?”


“No. This is pretty much how it looked back then.”


Luke shook his head. “You’ve got your work cut out for you, brother. I’m happy to just be an investor on this one.”


Logan scratched the side of his face and nodded. “Yeah, me, too. This looks like a clusterfuck in the making.”


Deacon laughed. “That’s because the two of you don’t see beyond the mess it is now. We’ll fix it, won’t we, Reid?”


“Hell yes, we will.” Typically he was happy to be the architect, to create the design and let the engineers and the contractors take over with the build. But before he’d hired Deacon he’d discussed his desire to be a part of the renovation, to be hands-on in turning around the mercantile. Deacon had told him it wouldn’t be a problem.


They went over the blueprints. Even though Logan and Luke wouldn’t be involved in the project, he wanted his brothers to know the plan. They’d contributed a lot of money—or at least the McCormack ranch had contributed a lot of money—to the renovation, so he wanted them to be on board with his thought process regarding how best to shape up the mercantile.


“Honestly, Reid, I don’t know how Luke feels, but you’re the talent here. I’m fine with whatever decisions you make about the building. You’re the architect, and Deacon’s the contractor, so the two of you know best.”


Luke nodded. “I agree with Logan. If there’s something you feel is necessary to have our input on, feel free to call, but this is your ball. Call it.”


“All right, then. Deacon and I will get started.”


After Logan and Luke left, he and Deacon sketched out preliminary project plans. They’d meet in Deacon’s office tomorrow with the engineer to line everything out in more detail.


“Normally I’d stay more hands-off on a project and let the contractor handle things, but I’ll tell you right now I’m probably going to be more involved than we originally talked about on this one,” Reid said. He stared up at the ceiling, where it was aged and falling down. Beyond that, the original tin ceiling just begging to be shined up and showed off. “There’s history here, and I’d really like to be a part of restoring it.”


Deacon nodded. “You’re the boss here. You can stand around and bark orders or wield a hammer and haul trash, for all I care. Up to you.”


That’s what he’d always liked most about Deacon—his easygoing manner. Not much ruffled his feathers.


Instead of heading all the way back to the McCormack ranch only to have to turn around and make the drive into Hope again for dinner with Samantha, Reid decided to hang out in town for the remainder of the day. He only had a couple of hours to kill, since the meeting lasted the better part of the afternoon, so he went over to the library, intending to do some research into the town’s history.


He was hoping to find as much information as possible on the mercantile—and some photos.


He walked up to the research desk and found an extremely attractive brunette whose back was turned to him. Or at least her backside was attractive, since she was currently bent over the desk which gave him a great view of her curves. When she turned around, he instantly recognized her.


“Jillian? Jillian Reynolds, right?”


She frowned. “Yes?”


“Reid McCormack. We went to school together. You probably don’t remember me.”


She smiled as recognition dawned. “Oh, hi, Reid. It’s nice to see you again. I heard you and your brothers bought the mercantile. I was so happy to hear the news. All of us—and by all of us, I mean those of us who live and work here in town—love that old building. We’re so happy knowing you’re restoring it.”


“Thanks.” She was just as pretty from the front as she was from the back, with short brown hair that framed her face and very striking green eyes. “I’m looking forward to the project, which is what brings me here.”


“Sure. What can I do for you?”


“I was hoping to find some documents or books on the history of Hope, and any with photographs would be especially helpful.”


“Of course. We have an entire section on Hope.” She came around and led him toward the aisle marked Hope Town History.


“Perfect,” he said. “Thanks.”


“If you’re looking for photos of the old mercantile over the years, you might also want to check out the Hope Historical Society and the Chamber of Commerce. I’ll wager they’ll have what you’re looking for.”


He made a mental note. “Thanks. I’ll be sure to do that.”


She smiled at him. “It was great talking to you again, Reid. I look forward to seeing what you’re going to do with the building.”


“Good to see you, too, Jillian. And thanks for the info.”


He browsed the books and selected a few that had what he needed. Realizing he hadn’t had a library card since . . . hell, probably since high school, he went to the front desk and applied for one.


But he didn’t have a Hope address, either.


“I’m staying at the ranch during the renovation.”


Jillian nodded. “That’s fine.” She typed into the system. “We’ll just use the ranch address as yours. I don’t think you’re going to run off with our books.”


He laughed. “Unlikely. I promise to have them back on time.”


After he thanked Jillian and left the library, he put the books in his truck and checked his watch.


It was time to head over to Samantha’s for dinner. He’d have to go to the chamber and the historical society tomorrow. He typed a note into the calendar on his phone so he’d remember to do that.


At least he felt like he’d accomplished something today. Tonight, after dinner, he’d look over these books and see what he could find, so he could return them to the library.


But for now, his stomach grumbled, since he hadn’t had lunch.


Spaghetti dinner was sounding good.




Chapter 3
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AFTER MAKING THE meat sauce and letting it simmer, Samantha went to take a shower, deciding she was going to approach tonight’s dinner with Reid in an extremely low-key manner.


It was just dinner and blueprints, and nothing more than that. He had work to do, and she was very busy with the flower shop. He likely had no desire to get involved, and neither did she.


Well, actually, she’d very much like to get involved with Reid. At least physically.


What woman wouldn’t? He was highly successful, drop-dead gorgeous, and, if nothing else, she’d bet he was fun to make out with. No harm in that, right?


Nothing that happened between them could ever be considered long-term, because he had a career in Boston. So they could maybe have a fling.


Except she didn’t even know if he was interested in her.


Nothing like setting the flowers out before the vase, huh, Sam?


Dinner and blueprints. That was it.


She’d selected a couple of bottles of wine—a white and a red—so Reid could choose what he liked. She’d also bought beer, because a lot of guys preferred that instead. She knew the McCormack brothers were beer drinkers, so she figured Reid might not be a wine fan.


Bread was warming in the oven. Now all she had to do was make the salad.


She was just about to start that when the doorbell rang.


Her pulse rate kicked up.


Ridiculous. This wasn’t a date. It was Reid stopping by for dinner so she could get her hands on those blueprints and pick his brain about the mercantile renovation.


Nothing more, Sam. So just relax.


She opened the door and was surprised to see him standing there holding a bottle of wine.


“Hi, there,” she said, unable to fight back those nervous butterflies flapping their wings in her stomach. “Come on in.”


He handed her the bottle as he stepped inside. “I figured since you were nice enough to invite me to dinner, I should at least bring some wine.”


“That’s awfully thoughtful of you, Reid, and totally unnecessary, especially since I practically bullied you into coming to dinner.”


He frowned as he followed her into the kitchen. “You didn’t bully me.”


“Now you’re being nice. I ran at the mouth and threw dinner into the mix. You were polite to say yes. Sorry about that. I really am interested in seeing the blueprints, and I was kind of out of time and I knew you were busy and all, so this was my next best solution. But hey, you’ll get an awesome dinner out of it, so there’s that.”


He laughed. “Well, if it makes you feel better, I’m more than a little hungry, and Des is back in town after doing a press junket for a movie. She and Logan are in reunion mode, so I’d just as soon leave the two of them alone. You actually saved me from feeling like a third wheel.”


“I’ll accept the savior role. Now, how about we have some wine? Or would you prefer beer?”


“Wine sounds good.”


She held up the bottle he’d brought. “Let’s start with this one.”


She opened the wonderful cabernet, then poured it into glasses, handing one to him. “Come on into the living room. We’ll sit and drink, and you can tell me how it went today.”


She motioned to her small living room, so he headed that way and she followed. She tried to focus on making her way into the room, but he was right in front of her, and his jeans cupped his butt so nicely she couldn’t help but look.


Reid had one amazing butt.


He took a seat on the sofa, so she grabbed a spot on the other end and set her glass on the end table, then half turned to face him.


All the McCormack men were good-looking, but there was something about Reid’s dark good looks and intense green eyes that just . . . got to her. Maybe because when she looked at him, he looked back. Like . . . really looked back, as if he saw her the same way she saw him.


With interest.


It had been a long time since she’d been interested in any guy. Between managing the floral shop and taking care of her grandmother, Sam didn’t have a lot of time to date.


Maybe that’s why Reid sparked her interest. He was temporary, and temporary totally worked for her right now.


“This is a nice place you have here, Sam.”


“Thanks. It’s not exactly the house of my dreams. It’s a small two-bedroom, but I bought it because it’s just a few houses down from my Grammy Claire’s place, so it’s convenient.”


“Oh, right. How is your grandmother doing?”


“She’s adjusting to life without my grandpa. He died a couple of years ago, which was hard on her. I offered to move in with her, but she’s as independent as they come, so my being close was the next best thing. She’s eighty-three now. And she still insists on driving, which scares the hell out of me.”


“I can understand you wanting to keep an eye on her.”


“You have no idea. It’s like trying to raise a teenager. She keeps disappearing on me and refuses to get a cell phone, so I’m constantly having to call your brother Luke or someone else at the Hope PD to locate her.”


He laughed. “I’ll bet that’s . . . interesting.”


She turned and reached for her glass of wine. “It can be downright embarrassing. One Friday night I called to check on her at nine. I typically call her in the evenings to make sure she’s okay before she goes to bed. I got no answer, so I grabbed my set of keys to her house and went over there. She wasn’t home. At nine o’clock, for heaven’s sake.”


“And of course she has no cell phone, so you couldn’t call her to find out where she was.”


Samantha nodded. “Right? I got in my car and started driving around, and I couldn’t freakin’ find her. I checked the bingo hall, because she likes to go play bingo on Friday nights, but she wasn’t there. I checked the church to see if they were having movie night, which they sometimes do at the high school gym, but no one was there, either. I called a couple of her friends, who hadn’t heard from her.


“By then I had started to panic. It was the dead of winter, we’d had a recent snowfall, and my thoughts strayed to her having wrecked her car or off in a ditch somewhere, freezing to death. So I called the police department. Luke was pulling a late shift, covering for a friend. He and I met up and I told him what was going on with Grammy Claire.


“Luke ended up driving around for two hours and found out from making some calls that she was having a late-night movie marathon at Esther Mansfield’s house. Esther’s a widow Grammy Claire met at church, so I don’t know her all that well. Esther also doesn’t drive, so she let Grammy Claire park her car in her garage because of the weather, which is why Luke didn’t see her car when he and nearly every cop in the damn town did a sweep looking for her.”


“Ouch.”


“Yes. I was furious with her for not telling me where she was going. Her response? ‘I’m a grown woman, Samantha. I don’t believe I need to tell you my whereabouts every second of the day.’ ”


Reid tilted his head back and laughed, hard.


Samantha stared at him. “Not funny, Reid.”


He grinned at her. “Yeah, it is. I’ll bet Luke thought it was funny, too.”


“First he was relieved. Then, yes, he thought it was funny. I was not amused. And after much lecturing and back-and-forth arguing, I convinced my grandmother that she needs to let me know when she’s going out and where she’s going.”


“It really is like having a teenager, isn’t it?”


She sighed and took a long swallow of wine, reliving that night of panic all over again. “I may never have children. And it’s all Grammy Claire’s fault.”


“Oh, come on. Surely kids couldn’t be as bad as all that.”


“Ha. They’re probably worse. Now tell me about your day.”


“Nothing special about it. My brothers and I met with the contractor—Deacon Fox. Do you know him?”


“Of course. He’s going to work on the project with you?”


“Yeah.”


“Awesome. When does demo start?”


“Deacon and I will meet with the engineer tomorrow to finalize the plans, so demo will likely start the day after. Why? Thinking of getting your hands dirty?”


Her lips curved. “I’d love to. Living here in an older home that, as you can tell, could use some serious renovating, gives me all kinds of ideas.”


Reid took a glance around the room. “Yeah? What kinds of ideas?”


“I’d love to tear out that wall separating the kitchen from the living room. The dining room is useless because I don’t use it. If I opened all that up, I could have a bigger kitchen and living room. Think of the space I could use for entertaining. The cabinetry in the kitchen is fine, but it’s outdated and there’s no pantry. I really need a pantry, along with updated appliances. I’d also kill for a double oven and a microwave that doesn’t sit on the counter, because that eats up my already limited counter space. Plus I love these hardwood floors, but they need resurfacing. Not to mention the HVAC system. I need a new heater and a new air conditioner. It’s freezing in the winter and boiling hot in the summer.”


It finally dawned on her that he was staring at her.


“I’m boring you.”


“Actually, you’re not. I’m mentally creating a design for revised space while you’re talking.”


“No way.”


His lips curved. “Yes way.”


“Really? That’s amazing. I’ll be right back.”


She dashed into the kitchen, opened a drawer and pulled out a notebook and a pencil, then hurried back into the living room. “Will this help?”


“Sure.”


He started sketching, and she took a seat next to him. It was fascinating to watch him draw, to see his imagination take fruit in lines and visuals of a cabinet here, an island there. Suddenly there were no walls, and he’d created new space with furniture and fixtures, and as he asked questions and she answered them, her dreams for this house were drawn on paper in brilliant life.


“It’s a crude rendition, but I think you get the idea.”


She blinked several times, unable to believe what she saw there. “It’s perfect. It’s exactly how I envision it. How do you do that?”


He laughed. “It’s my job. Besides, this isn’t my best work. I could draw it out for you in more official form if you’re interested.”


“I’d love it, but I can’t really afford a renovation right now. Still, I appreciate you helping me to visualize what’s been in my head for a while. This makes it seem more real, like it could actually happen someday.”


“Oh, it could definitely happen. You have the space here. It just needs to be shifted in a few areas.”


“Yeah. Shifted.” And now that she’d seen what was possible, she wanted it even more.


Someday.


“Come on into the kitchen with me. I’ll make the salad and spaghetti and we’ll eat. You’re probably starving.”


“I am hungry.”


He followed her into the kitchen. She made the salad and the spaghetti and took the bread out of the oven. Reid carved the bread while she mixed the meat sauce with the noodles, then Reid helped her carry everything into the dining room.


“This would be so much more informal if I had an eating area in the kitchen,” she said as they dug in to the spaghetti.


“Or, with just two people, on your new island.”


She waved her fork at him. “Don’t tease me like that, Reid McCormack.”


He laughed. “Sorry. But what you want is doable, Samantha.”


“Not right now, it isn’t. My budget is stretched pretty tight. And call me Sam.”


“Okay, Sam. And I understand. Something to put on your back burner for someday.”


“I’ve got a lot of those someday projects stored in my To-Do drawer.”


He scooped up some pasta and slid it between his lips while she tried her best not to focus on his mouth. So instead she kept her head down and ate.


“You have a To-Do drawer?”


She lifted her gaze to his. “I do.”


“Okay, now I’m interested. What’s in there?”


“Secret projects and wishes for . . . someday.”


“Don’t I get even a hint?”


He’d likely laugh at some of the notes and scraps of paper and things in that drawer. She often wrote down wishes and put them in the drawer. Some were things she wanted to remember, others were items she jotted down just to put pen to paper, to remind herself of what was important to her on a certain date. She’d go through the drawer once a year and pull out the scraps of paper in there, checking to see if each item was still a priority. If it was, it stayed. If it wasn’t, it got tossed. A lot of things remained in there for a long time.


“I want a dog . . . someday.”


“You have a pretty great yard with a fence. Why can’t you have one now?”


She shrugged. “Between work and Grammy Claire, that’s enough to handle right now. I don’t think it would be fair to leave a dog alone by itself all day long, then some nights as well.”


“Oh, nights. Because of your active dating life, you mean.”


She actually snorted out a laugh at that one. “Uh, no. Because I’m often over at my grandmother’s house.”


He cocked a brow. “You should be out with men.”


“Tell that to my runaway grandmother.”


He laughed.


They finished eating, and Sam pushed her plate to the side while Reid poured her another glass of wine. She thought about getting up to clear the table, then decided she’d enjoy the wine before she tackled dishes.


“So you’re telling me there’s no steady man in your life?”


She swirled the wine around in her glass, wondering if he was making idle conversation or if he’d asked the question because he was interested in knowing the answer for personal reasons. “No steady or occasional or otherwise. I was serious about my plate being pretty full right now. Grammy Claire enjoys her independence, but she can’t do everything for herself. I do her grocery shopping and I go over there once a week to clean her house. And I know she’s lonely after Grandpa’s death, so I try to hang out with her at least a couple of times a week. More than just a drop in to say hello and check on her. There isn’t anyone else around, family-wise. It’s just her and me now. She essentially raised me after my parents died, so she’s all I have left.”


“Which makes you want to spend as much time with her as you can,” Reid said. “I know exactly how you feel. I wish I’d had more time with my dad.”


“You miss him.”


“Every day.”


She couldn’t imagine not having Grammy Claire in her life. As much of a pain in the butt as her grandma was sometimes, she was still her family. Her only family. She loved her dearly.


They took all of the dishes into the kitchen, and, since she didn’t have a dishwasher—one of her biggest complaints about her kitchen—she loaded everything into the sink.


Reid rolled up his shirtsleeves and started running water into the sink.


“Oh no. Leave those. I’ll take care of them later.”


He arched a brow. “You cooked. I’ll clean up.”


“I don’t think so. I invited you to dinner. Not to do the dishes.”


She tried to nudge him aside, but she might as well have tried to move a boulder. He didn’t budge. Instead, he already had the scrubber in his hand, ignoring her.


“Fine,” she finally said, giving up on trying to shove him aside. “I’ll put the food away.”


They worked in tandem, and she couldn’t recall the last time any man had ever helped her with the dishes.


It was probably . . .


No. Never.


Once she took care of the food and handed him the pots and pans to wash, she grabbed a dish towel to dry and put away the dishes. Having Reid around to help was awesome. She’d have spent a half hour or longer in here doing this by herself later tonight. Instead, they were finished in fifteen minutes.


Reid dried his hands. “See? That wasn’t so painful, was it?”


She hung up the towel. “You didn’t have to do that.”


“I wanted to. And thank you for dinner. The spaghetti was amazing. I love a home-cooked meal.”


She laughed. “You get plenty of those at the ranch. Martha is an incredible cook.”


“That she is. It’s one of the things I’m going to enjoy the most while I’m here in Hope. I don’t get a lot of home cooking in Boston.”


They made their way back into the dining room and took a seat. Reid poured them both another glass of wine.


“Surely you cook.”


“Not really. I work a lot of late nights, which means either microwaved meals, sandwiches, or takeout.”


Sam wrinkled her nose. “Takeout is fine once in a while. I like to eat at interesting restaurants now and then, but I really enjoy cooking. Oh, and speaking of interesting restaurants, did you know that Bash Palmer is adding an eatery to his bar?”
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