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FROM THE DESK OF ERIN KERN







Dear Readers,


I’m a small-town girl at heart who loves living in a small town, visiting small towns, reading about small towns, and writing about small towns. Wyoming is full of picturesque “dots-on-the-map” that are nestled among foothills and aspens. The town of Trouble, although fictitious, has a place in my heart as the quintessential Middle American small town.


The people of these towns are your average, hardworking American families with real stories to tell. People who battle the same everyday dynamics and family-centered idiosyncrasies we all face. The McDermotts are a blended family with the same quirky but lovable relatives we all deal with in our own families. The four brothers, along with their outlandish younger sister, all had their own happy endings waiting for them.


These are their stories, and the stories of the women who bring four devilish, very tough men to their knees.


Happy Reading,


Erin Kern











ONE



THE MAN WITH A DARK-BROWN Stetson pulled low over his eyes appeared in Avery Price’s rearview mirror a split second before her back bumper knocked him down. Her Christian Lacroix wedge sandal slammed on the brake pedal before her tires could roll over him and snap his bones like fragile twigs. Her cell phone, which had been pressed to her ear for ten minutes while her brother peppered her with questions, slipped out of her hand and clattered to the wood-grained middle console. Moisture seeped out of the corners of her tightly closed eyes, and she wrapped her hands around the fine Italian leather–stitched steering wheel.


A few seconds stretched into an eternity while she inhaled deep breaths and kept her eyes closed. When she opened them, the dented metal door of her motel room came into view along with the early-morning sunshine.


Okay, you barely nudged him. Chances are he’s just sore and pissed off. Now would be a good time to get out and check on him.


Her internal lecture was pathetic at best and warranted no action from her hands other than to pick up her discarded cell phone. Her trembling fingers grasped the device and brought it up to her ear.


“Avery, what the hell is going on?” Her brother’s unusually demanding voice vibrated through the phone and added to her already jittery nerves. As good as his intentions were, she couldn’t deal with his you-need-to-start-making-some-decisions speech.


“Avery, if you don’t start talking in two seconds, I’m going to send the Wyoming State Patrol after you.”


The man who’d been forced to the ground by her car had yet to pull himself to a vertical position. “I gotta go. I just hit somebody.”


“What? See, this is what I’m talking—”


Her thumb hit the end button on her phone, effectively cutting off another one of her brother’s annoying but painfully predictable rants.


Her brain fired away commands for her legs to move, to do anything, with no success. After several seconds, a thump came from the back end of the car as though the man on the ground was taking his retribution for being plowed over. The sound prompted a squeak from her, and she fumbled for the door handle.


As far as mornings went, this one ranked down in the shitty category. First, she’d slept through the alarm clock’s weak beep-beep ing, and then the fleabag motel couldn’t provide her with a decent cup of coffee. Far be it from her to wish for a double-shot latte with no whip. All the shoebox-size lobby offered was the bottom scrapings of hours-old brew and stale English muffins. Not exactly an appealing spread.


Now, in her haste to find something edible and caffeine to rev up her system, she’d bowled over a man who had the bad sense to walk behind a car that had its reverse lights on.


She threw the car in park and exited on shaky legs. The early-morning sun was still weak enough that the temperature hovered in the tolerable range.


As she rounded the back of the car, trying to swallow her irritation at her own carelessness, the man on the ground pushed himself not-so-gracefully to his feet. He swayed, as some drunk people did when they couldn’t walk a straight line, and placed a hand on her car. The fierce protectiveness she had for her German-engineered vehicle almost had her demand he remove his hand from her sunflower-yellow custom paint. The fact that she’d hit this poor man, and would probably have to grovel to keep him from suing the pants off her, stopped the words from flying out of her mouth.


A deep, gravelly groan flowed out of the man, now minus his cowboy hat. Burnt sienna–colored hair, mixed with sun-kissed shades of caramel, was smashed down in untidy disarray to the man’s skull. The cowboy hat, which now lay about six feet from where he’d hit the ground, had flattened the edges of his hair to a greasy, slicked-down look. Avery considered herself an expert on personal hygiene and keeping one’s appearance as perfect as possible. She’d be willing to bet all the money in her trust fund that this man hadn’t seen a shower in at least twenty-four hours or his wrinkled, untucked chambray shirt and faded jeans a washer and dryer. For all she knew, he could be some bum who skulked around motels, looking for a place to rest his head.


Nevertheless, that didn’t change the fact that her car had come in contact with a human being, and she needed to make sure he was okay.


With his mile-wide back to her, he bent over and placed both his hands on his knees, dropping his head as though he couldn’t catch his breath.


Geez, had she hit him harder than she thought? She certainly hadn’t meant to.


“Are… are you okay?” she stammered while taking a tentative step toward him.


He straightened much faster than she expected considering he’d been swaying like a drunk a second ago. When he turned, a gaze grayer than blue—and definitely not pleased—hit her. Thick brown brows slammed down over his eyes, which flashed with anger.


“You hit me, lady. What do you think?” The accusing words came out of a full mouth surrounded by dark growth of beard stubble. It wasn’t a full beard; it looked more as if he hadn’t made the time to shave, as though he didn’t care that his unkempt, wrinkled appearance was less than appealing. Or, maybe, he simply didn’t own a razor because he was homeless.


“I know that fancy, expensive car of yours has mirrors, so why the hell weren’t you paying attention?”


It’s not as if she hadn’t looked. She had. Her one quick glance had shown a man just standing there, as though he had all the time in the world. She’d lifted her foot off the brake and had already been backing out of the parking space. She’d scarcely rolled two inches before she tagged him and set him on his ass.


Her fingernails bit into the inside of her palm. “I had my reverse lights on because I was backing out of my space. Didn’t you see them?”


He snatched his cowboy hat from the uneven gravel and placed it back on his head. “I was walking and not paying any attention to you. You’re supposed to look before you back out.”


“I did, and it looked as if you were just standing right behind me. I couldn’t stop in time. I’m sorry, but I really didn’t mean to hit you.”


“Your fault, not mine.” His words were short and clipped, evidence that anger, not pain, was his dominant emotion.


Okay, so he had her on that one. Technically it was her fault, regardless of what he’d been doing. She was adult enough to admit when she’d made a boo-boo. As a consolation for hitting—no, nudging—him, she tried to be nice even though she felt like a complete imbecile for not paying proper attention. Despite her put-on cheery attitude, she sensed some serious hostility. Maybe she’d messed up his one and only wrinkled shirt.


She stared back at him and tried to dodge the daggers his stony eyes threw her way. “You don’t look seriously injured. Again, I’m really sorry.” She bounced from one three-inch platform to the next before pivoting and reaching for the car door handle.


“Now wait a minute.”


She paused with her hand on the door and tossed him a look over her shoulder. The cowboy hat shielded his hostile gaze and lent only a view of a straight nose and wide mouth.


“You can’t just flee the scene of an accident. How do you know I’m not injured?” The words had lost their heat and rolled off the man’s tongue with a deliberate slowness.


Other than his disreputable clothing and stubble-covered jaw, there was nothing to suggest he was anything other than normal. No blood sprayed from an open head wound, no bruises or scrapes decorated his masculine face. He had swayed and stumbled at first, giving her the impression of maybe a mild head injury. Since replacing his hat, he’d only leaned one hip against the bumper of her car and regarded her beneath his hooded gaze.


She wrapped her arms around her midsection. “You’re not going to call the cops, are you? I already said I was sorry.”


Then a terrifying thought hit her. He could easily file a report against you.


He slid one hand under his hat, lifting it crookedly to one side. “I don’t know. My head’s a bit tingly, and I feel a little light-headed. You might need to take me to a hospital for some medical attention. Or better yet,” he continued while rubbing a hand along his rough jawline, “I know the sheriff pretty well. We can get him down here to straighten this whole thing out. I’d call him myself but”—he dug his hand in his back pocket and produced a small black device—“you crushed my cell phone.”


Okay, the cell phone was a good indicator that he probably wasn’t homeless. Although his attire suggested someone who’d just crawled out of a cardboard box, he was evidently one of those people who just didn’t give a damn what he looked like. His nice little speech was also his way of threatening to have her ass thrown in jail if she didn’t do… whatever it was he wanted her to do. This was so not how she wanted to start her new life.


He nudged his hat lower on his head. “I think the sheriff is on duty today and wouldn’t mind coming down here—”


“All right,” she said through gritted teeth. “Just tell me what I can do.”


He held his hands up in front of him. “I don’t want to put you out. I can tell you’re in a hurry.”


She forced a smile. “It’s no put out at all. Is there somewhere I can take you?”


The grin that crept up his face resembled the one the big, bad wolf used to lure the three little piggies. Unfortunately she was at his mercy until he decided to let the whole fake-injury thing drop. “I’m so glad you offered. I need a ride to my car.”


She tightened her hands around her keys. “That’s it? Just a ride?”


“Oh, I want a lot more than that.”


She crossed her arms, then let them drop. Maybe she should have stayed in bed and watched the rabbit-ear-adorned television at the motel. “All you’re going to get out of me is a ride to your car.”


A lone passing car filled the silence between them. “Okay.”


Without giving him a chance to make more threats, she jerked open the car door with all the force her arm would allow and plopped herself in the driver’s seat. She had the car started and was rolling backward by the time he yanked the door open and sat himself next to her.


“Are you trying to run me over again?” he asked after folding himself in the seat until his knees bumped against the glove compartment. Her little roadster was not designed to hold men the size of the Jolly Green Giant. His hat remained firmly on his head.


“I can’t help it if you don’t move fast enough.” She jerked the wheel and maneuvered her car around a pothole.


His narrow hips shifted until he’d slid lower, as though he were settling down for a nice Sunday drive. “I think you were trying to ditch me.” The leather beneath his backside squeaked when he moved again.


“Can you sit still? You’re going to scratch the leather.”


“Can you not shout? My head feels as if it’s going to crack in two.”


Avery eased the car to a red light. “You haven’t heard loud yet. Get one scratch on my car and you’ll know the meaning of loud.”


One corner of his mouth turned up and created shallow lines in his stubble-covered cheek. “Poor princess. Daddy might have to buy you a new one.”


She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and decided to let the “daddy” comment roll off her back.


The light turned green, and she tapped her manicured index finger against the gearshift. “Would you like to tell me where your car is, or should I drop you off wherever I please?” Like here?


“Go straight and make a left turn at the fourth light down,” he replied without so much as moving a muscle.


She wound her hand tighter around the steering wheel and cursed herself for being so stupid and careless. Avery was the sort of person who treated everyone with respect, regardless of how that person treated her. She’d been caught off guard and lost in her own thoughts about what she was going to do with her life. With practiced patience, she eased off the brake pedal and set off down the street. The inarticulate man next to her didn’t so much as utter a grunt. Instead, he remained slouched low in the seat with his hat pulled down so it covered half his face. Only his deep, even breathing indicated he was still alive.


Over the years, she’d worked to develop an ironclad backbone, so she rarely let situations or people intimidate her. The man who sucked all the breathing space out of the car, with his massive shoulders and long legs, sent her nerves tingling in a way they hadn’t in a long time. Was it intimidation, or fear that she’d injured another human being? Avery didn’t know, nor was she comfortable with the feeling. She couldn’t say it was his looks, because so far all she’d seen was half his face and hair that hadn’t been combed in days. Perhaps it was just the sheer size of the man. Even though he sat perfectly still, there was an edge to him but also an air of confidence, as though he knew how he looked and damn the world if they didn’t like it.


The characteristics defied everything she knew about men. A heavy breath left her lungs.


“You sigh a lot.”


Another light turned red, allowing a man hunched over like a question mark to cross the street. “I’m just mad at myself. I’m usually much more observant.”


He was silent for a moment. “Don’t feel so bad. I’m not that hurt.”


The look she threw him went unacknowledged. “But I do feel bad, even if you don’t seem that hurt.”


“I thought I saw you checking me out.” The grin in his voice was unmistakable, although Avery didn’t see the humor. Nor did she appreciate it. Whatever. Let him make his wisecracks. In a few blessed minutes, she’d be free of him.


After the old man shuffled his way across the street, the light turned green, and she made her way toward where she was supposed to turn.


Her phone vibrated in the middle console, where she’d dropped it in her haste. She kept her hands on the steering wheel, having no desire to listen to her brother call her incompetent while the stranger who’d kissed the back end of her car listened to her humiliation.


She made the left turn as instructed, then looked to him for the next set of directions. “Go down about half a mile then turn right on Beach Street.” The deep timbre of his voice had her mind wandering to unsuitable thoughts as she passed a hay-and-feed store.


“What were you doing at Dick’s Motel if your car is way down here?” She’d already come to the conclusion that he wasn’t homeless; homeless people didn’t have cell phones and wear brand-new Timberland boots. He was just a man who didn’t iron his clothes and woke up two miles from his car.


For a moment he sat as still as he’d been since entering the car and didn’t answer. Then he said, “What people usually do at motels.”


O-kay. That could be anything from doing drugs to cheating on a significant other. For whatever reason, the former didn’t seem likely. As for the latter, well, what did she know? Maybe the woman he was with had kicked him out and refused to take him anywhere, leaving him stranded without transportation. Then Avery had gone and knocked him down, destroying his cell phone in the process. For all she knew, he could have a wife at home who was pacing herself sick at this very moment. And Avery could be an accomplice to his sordid love triangle. Now she felt even worse than she did before.


Her desire to attempt a conversation with a man who’d strong-armed her into driving him across town was minimal. She kept her gaze on the street in front of her and both hands on the wheel. Under normal circumstances, Avery was a pretty chatty person. She didn’t like uncomfortable silences that stretched into eons of nothingness. The silence made her fidgety, and it felt as if worms crawled underneath her skin. Oh, but the cowboy loved it. His answers were clipped and to the point as though he couldn’t be bothered with trivial things like speaking to another person.


“It’s on the left-hand side of the street at the very end,” he muttered after she’d made a right turn onto Beach Street.


A metal sign that read DAVE’S WATERING HOLE sat crooked on top of a masonry building as though someone had just tossed it up there and hadn’t bothered to make it sit straight. There were no windows, no landscaping, or anything that was minimally appealing about the place. The building sat away from the street in the middle of a cracked, weed-adorned parking lot. This definitely wasn’t an establishment that screamed fine family dining, though Avery was pretty sure anything with the word “hole” in it wasn’t suitable for little children. Given the behavior and the dozen words she’d exchanged with the man next to her, she hadn’t expected something with gold-plated front doors.


She cringed as the front bumper of her car scraped the pebbly ground when she drove into the parking lot. A handful of early-model trucks and a later SUV sat in the parking lot without any sort of rhyme or reason. Apparently the owners didn’t feel designated parking spaces were necessary.


“Just stop right here.” The man straightened in the seat and reached for the door handle.


When the car purred to a stop, he opened the door and unfolded his long limbs from the low-slung vehicle.


She grabbed his arm before he had a chance to exit. “Wait a minute. Are you sure you’re okay? Can I take you to a doctor?”


His stunning gray eyes lit on hers. “Nothing more than a bruised ego, princess.”


She let the “princess” comment slide and withdrew her hand from his arm. “I really am sorry.”


“I know.”


The car door slammed shut before she had a chance to grovel for more of his forgiveness. What was wrong with her? She didn’t just go around hitting innocent people with her car. She was a better person than that.


Executing an abrupt U-turn, she left him in the dust of her Mercedes and hauled ass away from Dave’s Watering Hole as fast as she could.


What a way to start your life over, Avery.


Well, son of a bitch. Noah McDermott withdrew car keys from his pocket and hit the unlock button.


The Mercedes princess was all spitfire and sass.


The curved backend of her car sprayed all sorts of dirt and gravel in the wake of her swift retreat. Maybe Her Highness was late for her manicure.


Or maybe she just wanted to get away from your grumpy ass.


It certainly wouldn’t be the first time. Mary Ellen hadn’t wasted any time kicking him out of the motel room this morning after she’d had her way with him. Not that he’d been heartbroken. He hadn’t been expecting to find a hot meal in his lap and a ball game on the television. Instead, Mary Ellen had emerged from the shower and told him he needed to be on his way. She didn’t have to tell him twice. He’d quickly thrown on last night’s wrinkled, stale-cigarette-smoke-shrouded clothes and let himself out the door. Just before exiting he thought he’d heard Mary Ellen asking him to call her. Yeah, that wouldn’t be happening. She was the type of woman who sat around in bars, as she had last night, and waited for a man to pay her any sort of attention.


The argument he’d gotten into with his father had propelled Noah into the dingy and disreputable interior of Dave’s. Once there, he’d immediately spotted Mary Ellen, with her too-tight jeans and dark, overly processed hair. Initially he hadn’t been looking for a woman, only the comfort of a pool table and a longneck bottle of beer. By his third game, Mary Ellen had wormed her way into his game and bought him another beer. She’d spent the remainder of the time slipping her hands in his back pockets and rubbing her double Ds against his arm. He’d been just drunk and pissed off enough to allow her to drive the two of them to Dick’s Motel and promptly handcuff him to the wooden headboard.


Hours later he’d woken up with a bitch of a headache and blurry memories of new sexual positions he’d been introduced to.


The interior of his car was cool, having not yet been affected by the heat of midday. He tossed his hat on the passenger seat and slid in with deliberate slowness so he didn’t make the pounding in his head worse. After dropping his eyelids closed and inhaling several deep breaths, he started the car. A morning meeting with one of his subcontractors prevented him from returning home longer than to take a shower. With the condition his head was in, he’d love nothing more than to wash off the previous night and dump himself into bed.


As he exited the parking lot and headed toward the outside of town where he lived, Noah’s thoughts returned to the Mercedes princess.


Someone like her didn’t enter the town of Trouble very often. Her sleek dark hair and perfectly pressed clothes screamed wealth. Of course her car was also a dead giveaway. He didn’t need to see the little roadster to know she’d grown up with privileges most people in this town only dreamed about.


Having a hundred-thousand-dollar car knock him on the ground had upgraded the pounding in his head to freight-train status. He hadn’t noticed anyone sitting in the car when he’d stepped out of the motel room. His mood was already dangerously close to black, and allowing a woman, who hadn’t been paying attention, to catch him off guard had pissed him off big-time. Never mind the fact that she was a delectable little thing who smelled like vanilla and peaches.


She had guts and looks that would send most men drooling at her feet. Not him. His mind had been too foggy and his limbs too achy for him to notice anything beyond the fact that she was a knockout with bags of money.


A small smile turned up the corners of his mouth. Sparring with her over who’d been at fault had been enough to erase the previous evening from his mind. For that much he was willing to forgive her affront of hitting him.


Okay, so she’d been genuinely sorry and only his ego had been hurt. The only other thing he’d suffered from was lack of sleep and a broken cell phone. Just to lay it on extra thick, he’d antagonized her into giving him a ride. He’d never had any plans to call law enforcement into the picture. But there hadn’t been any harm in making her think he would. The steam coming out of her feminine little ears had been satisfaction enough. And being in the car with her had given him the chance to poke at her some more. So far the morning had been more entertaining than he’d anticipated.


Fifteen minutes later he pulled into his driveway, and as he stepped out of the car he realized his pocket was empty.


His wallet had fallen out in the princess’s car.





TWO



AFTER HUNTING DOWN AN ESPRESSO as though it were the Holy Grail, Avery chugged the barely drinkable sludge down in three rapid gulps. The coffee was bitter and entirely too strong. The town’s one and only coffee shop was closed due to renovations, leaving her no other choice but to go to the self-serve machine at a gas station. Luckily for her they offered other flavors besides straight black coffee. She opted for an espresso, thinking it would vaguely resemble something other than tar. After taking one sip, she realized she’d set her hopes too high.


On her way out of the gas station, she picked up The Trouble Citizen, the town’s newspaper. She tossed the paper on the passenger seat and set off to find a place where she could sit and drink her sludgy espresso and browse the classified section in hopes of finding a job.


Grinning, rosy-faced children held hands with their Leave It to Beaver parents as they skipped across the crosswalk. Bouncing curly pigtails and golden retrievers on leashes screamed of a Norman Rockwellian society, and Avery had grown fond of it during the past week. Who knew?


After half the population of Wyoming crossed the street, the light turned green, and Avery eased her foot off the brake pedal. Jittery nerves dancing across her body from the accident had her driving slower than normal. She stayed a good two car lengths behind the wood-paneled station wagon in front of her. Lord knew one ticked-off person with her car’s imprint on his backside was one too many for her. Guilt still tore at her. How had she managed to be so careless? It shouldn’t have mattered what the man had been doing. No one deserved to get hit by a car. Had she apologized enough? Had he really not been hurt or had he just been saying that? She now chastised herself for not making completely sure he was okay. If he ended up with a concussion and crashed his car, she’d never forgive herself.


Just as she was about to start her search for a place to stop, her cell phone chirped from the cup holder it rested in. Gritting her teeth against having an unwanted conversation, Avery left one hand on the steering wheel and picked up her phone with the other.


“Please have a good explanation for what I just heard,” her brother demanded after she pushed the answer button on the touch screen of her phone.


“Don’t worry; everything’s fine,” she reassured him halfheartedly.


“So, you didn’t just hit somebody?” The hope in Landon’s voice almost made her say, “Yep, false alarm,” and hang up on his overprotective ass.


Alas, Avery could never lie to her brother. He meant too much to her. “No, I did. But don’t worry; I was practically crawling, so the guy walked away unscathed.” Unless you counted his personality.


Don’t think things like that, Avery. You’re not a mean person.


A colorful array of expletives flew from Landon’s mouth. “Whether or not the guy was hurt doesn’t matter. It’ll get back to Dad, and then you’ll be screwed like a Cinemax B-movie actress.”


“Nice, Landon.” She steered her newly scratched Mercedes into the uneven, cracked parking lot of the Greasy Spoon, a place that dared anyone to eat their one-pound hamburger. “Don’t worry your handsome little head, because I didn’t give him my insurance card.”


“How in the world did you manage that? Don’t tell me you fled the scene of an accident.”


“Do you really think I’m that irresponsible?” Well, you did just hit someone. Her car purred its way into the only free space behind the hole-in-the-wall hamburger joint. “On second thought, don’t answer that. I just used my beauty and charm on him.”


Static-filled silence stretched across the cell phones. “No, seriously.”


“You’re impossible to talk to, you know that?” She left the car running and adjusted the vents to blow refreshing air on her heated face. “The guy was kind of in a hurry, and all he asked for was a ride to his car.”


“Say what?”


She ran her fingernail over the stitching of the steering wheel. “I didn’t want to risk pissing him off even more. The last thing I need is him filing a report against me. Plus, I felt really bad for what I did. I didn’t think it was too much for him to ask.” Please don’t let the noble thing backfire in my face.


“Just how long do you plan on staying in that place, anyway? You’ve already been there for a week. Don’t you want to move on to someplace else?”


Avery pulled in an air-conditioning-filled breath. “I don’t know. I was thinking about giving this place a try. I kind of like it here.”


More silence flowed from the other end of the line. “You actually want to stay in a place that doesn’t have decent shopping? Where will you buy your Chanel handbags?”


She could never accuse her brother of being clueless. “Not funny. Plenty of people survive on knockoffs. I’m sure I’ll get by just fine. I have more than enough Chanel and Balenciaga to keep me happy for the rest of my life. Besides,” she continued when Landon started to interject, “I don’t exactly have the money to buy couture right now.”


“Uh, yes you do. If you weren’t so damn stubborn and used your bank account, you’d be just fine.”


Avery mentally counted to ten and managed not to roll her eyes. “I am just fine. And I already told you, I don’t want to use that money unless I absolutely have to.”


“Because it keeps you tied to Mom and Dad, I know.” A deep-throated groan flowed out of her brother. “Your stubbornness is going to get you into trouble, Avery.”


She let her head drop back to the cushioned headrest. “I’m not in trouble, Landon. I use it for necessities like gas, food, and the motel where I’m staying. But other than that, I refuse to touch it.”


“Avery…”


Her head jerked back up. “How can I demand independence from them and use their money for stuff I don’t need? Hypocrisy isn’t something I want to add to my list of assets.”


“Okay, okay, you make a valid point. Look, if you need it, I can float you some cash until you get things figured out.”


“That’s sweet of you, but I can do this on my own.” As she’d boldly stated in the note she’d left her parents minutes before walking out of their house. She had to stick to her guns.


A man and woman exited the restaurant and climbed into their faded sky-blue Cadillac. One of the taillights had clear tape over where the glass shield used to be.


“Maybe you should get a job,” Landon suggested after he’d been silent for a second.


Hmm, you think? “The thought has crossed my mind a time or two.” What in the world could she do here? Milk cows? As appealing as the small-town atmosphere was, Avery still wasn’t sure what sort of job market Trouble offered its citizens.


“I know a couple of developers in Cheyenne. I could give them a call for you.”


“Landon—”


“You want to do it on your own. I got it.”


Landon, bless his big, soft heart, got her better than anyone else she knew. Yes, he pushed and tried to get her to do what he thought was best. At the end of the day, he always stepped back and let her take her own footsteps in her own time, even if she fumbled over her footing; a trait Avery cherished above all else.


“I’m running short on time, so I need to get to the reason for my call. You need to get in touch with Mom.”


At Landon’s announcement, her forehead landed with a thud on the hard steering wheel. As noble as his intentions were at keeping her relationship with dear old Mom and Dad from unraveling completely, Avery simply wasn’t at that point yet. The rusty blade that had pierced her heart during her last conversation with them was still embedded too deep.


“Do I have to?” Her voice had a mousy sound she hadn’t intended it to have. Damn it, she would not go weak at the mention of them.


“Mom was less than pleased with your runaway note.” The smile in her brother’s voice was unmistakable.


The sand-colored concrete building stared back at her when she lifted her head from the wheel. “First of all, it wasn’t a runaway note. Second of all, I didn’t write it with the intention of pleasing her. I’ve stopped trying to do that.”


“Well, anyway, she’s relentless in her pursuit of you. She must have called me a dozen times demanding I tell her where you are. ‘Your father and I are just worried about her,’ ” her brother repeated in a below-par imitation of their mother’s breathy voice.


Despite the frustration of the day, the corners of Avery’s mouth turned up in a mood-lightening smile. “She did not say that.”


Landon’s deep, chesty laugh made Avery’s grin turn brighter. “No, she really did, though I’m inclined to doubt the sincerity of it.”


“It certainly wouldn’t be the first time her sincerity’s been doubted. What have you been telling her?”


“I tried to tell her as little as possible without actually lying to her.”


A burdening weight had her shoulders slumping forward. The even, neutral tone in Landon’s voice hinted at someone who thought lying to one’s parents was a big deal. Landon was no Boy Scout, and he’d told his fair share of white lies to their parents over the years. Keeping something of this caliber from the people who’d raised them had to be like a cloud hovering over his head. On the one hand, he’d do what he felt he needed to do to protect his little sister, and she blessed him for that. On the other hand, guilt jabbed a sharp pain in her chest at the thought of one of her closest confidantes carrying this around with him. Considering what a tenacious lion their father was, it couldn’t have been easy for Landon to fend them off this past week.


Huffing out a weary breath, Avery squared her shoulders and leaned back in the car seat. “I’m sorry, Landon. You’ve already done so much for me. I don’t want you to have to lie to them.”


“I haven’t lied to them yet. But you need to pull it together and give one of them a call.” He paused and some background noise pierced Avery’s ear. “Just tell them how you feel. Explain it to Mom in a way she’ll understand.”


A snort popped out of her. “How? And I already tried explaining it to them. They didn’t want to hear it. I tried telling them I can’t marry a man who’d cheat on me, but they don’t care. All they care about is how my actions reflect on them.”


“True, they tend to have tunnel vision. But, sis, you can’t hide from them forever. Enough time has gone by that you should be able to have a rational conversation with them.”


“I’m not hiding; I’m starting over. I just don’t think they’ll understand that.”


He was silent then said, “Avery, I don’t blame you for leaving. They were suffocating you to the point of insanity. But you’re not going to solve anything by ignoring them. Be strong. Drop them a line and let them know where you are, at least.”


“I left them a note.” The conviction in her voice was weak at best.


Don’t try to get in touch with me. I’ll call you when I can.


Her emotions had gotten the better of her when she’d grabbed a pen and scribbled irrational words on paper before absentmindedly tossing it onto the marble table in the foyer.


“That you did. But I have to be honest; the note you left wasn’t very informative. All it said was that you were leaving because you needed independence. There wasn’t anything in there about where you were going.”


Her fingers gripped the steering wheel with a ferocity she rarely expressed. “That’s because I didn’t know where I was going.”


“And now that you’re there, you should be the strong, independent woman I know you are.”


His words created a pocket of warmth around her heart and eased the pain that had been residing there. The feeling had her smiling. “I can always count on you to lift my spirits.”


“At the end of the day, it’s your decision. What I think you should do and what you’re going to do is probably not the same thing. You need to do whatever you’re most comfortable with. But listen, I gotta run. Think about what I said.”


She ran her index finger over the Mercedes emblem on the steering wheel. “You’re the best, Landon. I love you.”


“Right back at you, kiddo.”


They said their good-byes and disconnected the call.


She dropped the phone in her lap and let her head fall back on the headrest. The provocative purr of her car hummed beneath her as she ran Landon’s words through her head again. While she did admit he had some legitimate points, she wasn’t quite at that comfortable place with herself where she could drop a line to her mother. Their parting hadn’t been your typical kiss-kiss, hug-hug good-bye that mothers and daughters generally shared. Not that Avery had expected anything more than the stony silence that had filled her father’s study when they’d finished lecturing her. In fact, the word “good-bye” hadn’t even been exchanged between them. They’d probably been blindsided by her departure. Just as her brother said, Priscilla and Darren Price tended to see things through tunnel vision. This wasn’t anything new to Avery. She knew full well how her parents’ minds functioned. The note she’d left had simply been a way to be responsible. She held no illusions it would improve matters between her parents or make them understand.


The deep rumbling of her tummy reminded her she hadn’t eaten anything since early that morning. Avery pulled the key out of the ignition, grabbed her Kate Spade shoulder bag, and exited the car. The warm summer breeze brought with it the greasy aroma of deep-fried potatoes and fat-riddled hamburgers. Normally she wouldn’t be caught dead eating anything other than a spinach salad with grilled chicken. But what the hell? Lately she’d been doing things she normally didn’t do. For example, telling her fiancé to shove his marriage proposal up his pretentious backside after she’d caught him red-handed screwing his bottle-blond assistant.


If she could do that, then she could indulge herself by putting something into her system that hadn’t been organically grown. Since arriving in Trouble, Wyoming, a week ago, she’d told herself she was the new Avery. And by God, she’d see it through.


Noah McDermott had eyes like quicksilver and a mouth meant to kiss shivers over a woman’s skin.


Avery pulled in a sip of her thick triple-berry-with-a-shot-of-ginseng smoothie while gazing at the picture on the motel man’s driver’s license. Normally she didn’t go around fantasizing about men who had holes in their jeans and growled instead of talked. There hadn’t been anything particularly fantasy-worthy about him—except the thickness of his shoulders and maybe the melodious sound of his voice. But any number of men possessed those qualities, so what made Noah McDermott, owner of McDermott Construction, so different?


It wasn’t a single defining quality she could put her finger on. Half a dozen things contributed to the fact that her insides trembled like cottage cheese when she got a look at his license photo. The square, slightly stubborn shape of his jaw. His nose, which sported a faint, crooked bump, as though he’d been punched and the bones hadn’t healed properly. Thick, conservatively cut sun-streaked hair that looked like it’d been tamed with fingers rather than an actual comb. And his eyes. His gray eyes pierced through the grainy photograph as though looking directly at her.


She tried to make a connection with the man she’d met that morning and the man in the picture. Except the shape of the jaw and the color of his hair, there wasn’t anything remotely similar about the two. The man in the picture prompted goose bumps to rise up in waves over her skin. The man she’d met that morning had set her nerve endings on fire with his smart-ass short statements.


After gazing at his photograph a moment longer, she flipped the brown trifold wallet closed and set it down on the tabletop. It hadn’t been until after she’d perused the classifieds, with no results of a promising job, and gotten out of her car at a smoothie shop that she’d noticed his wallet tucked in the crack of the passenger seat. Curiosity led her to grab the wallet and bring it inside so she could gather a name and address while she enjoyed her drink. After she’d gotten the necessary information, she’d given the rest of the contents a cursory glance and pulled out a white business card.


Not only was Noah not homeless, but he was also a business owner—a fact that was pretty good evidence that a slight responsible streak ran though him. She’d begrudgingly granted him the benefit of the doubt even though he’d been less than pleasant. His lack of fault for being hit made it easier for her to admit she’d wrongfully judged him.


So, okay. Yeah. She clearly hadn’t been paying attention. She’d succumbed to the cell phone distraction millions of other people fell victim to every day.


Running Noah down could have been a debilitating problem for her. Luckily for her, and she supposed him too, he’d walked away unscathed.


And left her with his wallet.


Now that could be a debilitating problem for him.


By now, several hours after their introduction, Noah had probably realized he was minus some very important documents.


Her initial reaction, after spotting the wallet, had been to toss it to the backseat and shove the matter to the bottom of her long list of priorities. Then, right about the time she’d realized there weren’t any promising jobs in the town, she’d thought to herself, What would I want someone to do for me?


The answer had been as plain as the cracked plastic tablecloth in front of her.


The uneven chair wobbled beneath her when she stood. Unfortunately for her, doing the right thing meant seeing Noah again. Not something she’d planned for her day. She was supposed to get up, have her morning coffee, find a job, and everything would be right with the universe again.


Yeah right, in a perfect world.


The mild afternoon heat surrounded her like a warm blanket when she left the smoothie shop. After hitting him, the least she could do was return his wallet and make sure once and for all that he really was all right. “Do unto others” had been a mantra she’d tried to live by, no thanks to her parents. They did unto others as they saw fit. As a result, Avery had always vowed not to be like the vain, self-serving type of people her mother and father were.


Because of her promise to be a better person than her predecessors, she had no other moral choice than to show her face at McDermott Construction and attempt a civil encounter with its owner.


How could she do this with as little pain as possible? Hand him the wallet, say, “Have a nice day, Mr. McDermott,” and leave him to his own devices.


Yes, that sounded like a very smart plan.





THREE



YOU’RE FIRING ME?”


Noah leaned back in his black leather desk chair and tried not to roll his eyes at the woman he’d hired less than a week ago. His patience had been hovering in the nonexistent category for the last couple of weeks. The tears that rolled down Belinda Johnson’s cheeks were not the best way to nudge his patience back into the tolerant area.


Another sniffle made Belinda look like a child who’d been scolded. She was only forty-three but easily passed for fifty, with her gray-streaked brown hair and eyes that housed bigger bags than the grocery store. Noah didn’t know the full extent of her past. He’d gotten a sob story about how she needed a job to get back her kids, who were currently living with her “dirtbag” ex-husband. His softer side had gotten the better of him, so he’d given her a job for no other reason than he’d felt sorry for her. That was what he got for trying to be nice: a woman who was never on time, took bathroom breaks every fifteen minutes, and couldn’t pick up the phone without stuttering the greeting. He wasn’t trying to be an asshole. This business was his livelihood. He needed someone on board who could be presentable to clients and didn’t make him look like a pushover because he couldn’t get a handle on his employees.


Belinda pressed her thin, age-lined lips together and dashed away more tears with her hand. “I need this job, Noah. Give me another chance.” The last word turned into a tear-filled whine. Big, fat tears crept out of her blue eyes and rolled down to her pointy chin.


How many chances did this woman want? He’d given her another chance after she came in thirty minutes late on her first day. He’d given her yet another one when she’d accidentally deleted an e-mail from his biggest client before he had a chance to read it. The woman was a walking disaster and needed to be in a position where she wasn’t in control of important tasks.


He leaned forward in his chair and held up his index finger. “This is the fourth time since I hired you that you’ve walked in more than fifteen minutes late.” His middle finger popped up. “You sent a contract to the wrong client, essentially giving out private financial information, and you made a very detrimental typo in an e-mail that turned into a curse word.” With each tick of his fingers, her silent tears turned into full-blown sobs. If this were anywhere but his place of business, he would have patted her on the back and told her everything was okay. Unfortunately for her, that wasn’t the case.


She yanked a tissue out of the box on his desk and blew her nose. Thick black mascara lines streaked her cheeks, which she failed to blot away. Her chin trembled as she tried to control her meltdown. “I promise I’ll do better. It’s just I’ve never really done anything like this before.” The tissue she’d been twisting around in her hands had all but dwindled down to dust. “I just need some more time to get used to all this.”


That was her problem, not his. He didn’t have time to let an employee get “used to” the way he ran things. The handful of women he’d fired in the last two months had told him he was overbearing and difficult to work for. He ran a tight ship at McDermott Construction. Call him crazy, but impressing clients was sort of important to him. This was what paid for his house and put food on the table. No way would he jeopardize his hard work because the current woman standing in front of him begged that he give her another chance. He had no choice but to let her go.


He pulled in a breath and tried to rein in his patience. “I’m sorry, Belinda. It’s just not going to work out. This is too much for you to handle.” He stood from the chair. He wound a comforting arm around her shoulders and walked her to the door. “If you want, I’ll have Rebecca type a letter of recommendation.” Man, he felt like a complete dog for having to do this. Belinda was a nice woman, but she wasn’t office manager material.


Her brown hair fell in her face when she hung her head in defeat. When they stopped in the outer office, she turned to face him. “I don’t need a stupid letter; I need a job.”


And he wished to hell he could give her one. He didn’t know what else to say besides, “I’m sorry. I really am, Belinda.”


Deep wrinkles cut into her forehead when she narrowed her eyes at him. “I was told you were a bastard to work for, but I didn’t believe it until now.” With an indignant lift of her chin, she pushed through the double glass doors and disappeared down the street.


“That went well,” Rebecca said from behind him.


The twenty-year-old college student came in only three days a week, when she wasn’t in class. With the nagging of his stepsister, Courtney, who rarely took no for an answer, he’d given Rebecca a job to come in and do filing and answer phones on her days off from school. She was the only employee he’d hired who was intelligent enough to stay with him long-term. Much to his chagrin, she planned on leaving for medical school at the end of summer. Wasn’t that just his luck? He’d finally found someone he could depend on, and she couldn’t even stay permanently.


“There was no way I could keep her on staff.” A knot twisted in his gut. “I feel terrible. She was a nice woman, but clients were starting to complain. I have to put their needs first.”


Rebecca shoved a strand of fiery-red hair off her forehead. “I know. This morning she came in and filed a client correspondence in the miscellaneous file. In the wrong job section.” The young girl shook her head, shifting her corkscrew curls around her shoulders.


Noah turned around. “I’ll be in my office if you need me.” Debating what the hell I’m going to do now.


After clicking his door closed, he resumed his seat behind his desk. He’d gone through four office managers in the past two months. They were either incompetent on the computer, couldn’t work enough hours, or simply couldn’t handle him. Rebecca seemed to be the only one willing to put up with his shit, and she planned on leaving. And his wallet was now the property of Miss Ice Princess.


Never in his life had he been that careless with his belongings, nor had he figured out a way to get his wallet back. The fact that she had been at Dick’s this morning was a pretty good indicator she’d stayed there. Perhaps he could go back and… what? Sit there and hope she’d come back? For all he knew, she could have robbed him blind and tossed his wallet. Or she could have just been passing through and was now halfway to Canada. Someone who knocked down innocent bystanders with their I’m-so-rich vehicle certainly didn’t seem honest enough to do the Good Samaritan thing. Luckily, he’d already taken the necessary precautions by canceling his ATM and credit cards. Unluckily for him, he’d had sixty bucks cash in his wallet.


As far as luck went, his day had quickly plummeted into the dumps.


Noah pulled his computer out of sleep mode and tried to point his brain in the right direction. He had a meeting later in the morning with the mayor about possibly building an apartment complex. A job of that size had the potential of nudging his company from small potatoes to large cojones.


Rebecca finished updating one of his older proposals to fit the needs of the job. The manager he’d hired before Belinda had done a fairly decent job starting the project. However, she’d saved it on her computer and accidentally e-mailed the partially finished document to one of his subcontractors. He’d fired her that day. Rebecca said he’d been too harsh with that one. She told him Patricia displayed real potential to be a competent office manager. Noah had laughed. He didn’t have time to hold his employees’ hands and kiss their boo-boos when they made a mistake. He needed someone with thick skin and a take-charge attitude.


“You’re going to fire every woman in this town, and then what’ll you do?” Rebecca scolded him after Patricia had cleaned out her desk.


“I’ll go to the next town” was his only reply as he slammed the office door behind him. Rebecca’s laugh had penetrated the thick wood, as though she hadn’t taken his sour mood seriously, as she often didn’t. If there was a way to talk Rebecca into ditching medical school and running his office for him, he’d have done it a long time ago. As it stood now, she worked only about four hours a day and he had approximately three months left before she abandoned him. Which left him with what? Probably some jerk-off moron who wouldn’t know her ass from her elbow. He’d hire his stepsister, who was the most take-charge person he knew, but she was off at Colorado State, learning how to be a graphic designer.


After getting halfway through the proposal, which was mind-numbing to say the least, his eyes started to cross. He leaned back in his chair and dug the heels of his hands into his blurry eyes.


All jokes aside, he had a serious problem. Every day his workload grew. The countertop space in the outer office ran short due to neglected piles of filing. The laughably archaic filing system simply didn’t do his office justice. The computer system was unorganized and half the time there wasn’t anyone to answer the phones when he was out on a job site. He needed someone he could depend on, fast.


He jabbed the intercom button on his phone. “Rebecca, send the help wanted ad back to the newspaper and tell them to run it ASAP.”


“You got it.”


Rebecca would get it done. She could type a contract with her eyes closed.


For the next thirty minutes, Noah scanned the proposal to make sure the document was one hundred percent ready for the mayor to read. He’d just hit the print button on his computer when Rebecca opened his door and poked her head in.


“Uh, Noah, there’s a woman here to see you.”


He waited for her to elaborate, to give him a name or something.


Her full, glossy lips twitched. “She says she’s the Mercedes lady. Whatever the heck that means.”


This he had not expected. Seven hours after their interesting encounter, the woman who’d hit him wanted to go another round? Were the Fates finally smiling at him for a change? Noah had learned long ago not to hold his breath. The woman possessed something he desperately needed. She was also a woman with an attitude the size of Alaska.


“Give me three minutes, and then send her in.”


His part-time secretary narrowed her bright-green eyes at him. “Okay.”


He rubbed his calloused hands over his eyes one more time and then assessed the disaster zone that was his office. How would a person who’d never been here before see this space? Um, yeah. Totally and completely unprofessional.


Jumping out of his chair, he grabbed the stacks of papers off the two seats that faced the desk. Rebecca had come in one day, barely containing them in her arms, and asked where to put them. With an absent wave of his hand, he’d told her to set them on the chairs. That had been weeks ago, and he’d been too busy to find a home for them. Now he stood with his arms full of documents and no place to put them. The only filing cabinet in his office, housing information on closed jobs, was packed ridiculously full.


“Screw it,” he muttered as he set them down on top of the filing cabinet. It really wasn’t a better alternative than the chairs, but at least the Mercedes woman would have a place to sit.


He surveyed his office again. Rolled-up plans were scattered haphazardly on the floor, just waiting to trip anyone walking by. That was a surefire lawsuit waiting to happen. Geez, had his office always been this much of a catastrophe? He came in every day, yet failed to notice the plans on the floor, and how pitiful the plant in the corner of the room wilted from lack of water. This was why he needed someone trustworthy and responsible.


He scooped up the dozen or so plans and tried to find any sort of available space to put them. There wasn’t any.


“Oh, hell.” They landed with a plop and scattered when he dropped them behind his desk. Let’s hope Little Miss Million Dollars doesn’t notice them.


He turned in a circle. Clean walking space and a place to sit. That’s about as good as it would get.


No sooner had he lowered himself in the chair than his visitor opened the door. Oh, this woman undoubtedly came from money. The subtle scent of what he was sure had to be expensive, designer perfume immediately filled his office. A floral print skirt made out of some sort of girly, filmy material swirled around her knees when she moved. Yellow shoes with heels so high they could have been lethal weapons encased her petite feet. In all his adult life, Noah had never understood how women walked on shoes the size of stilts. Her sleeveless white blouse left her toned shoulders bare.


“Have a seat, Miss…?” He lifted his brows and waited for her to answer.


She lowered herself in the chair across from him and didn’t respond for a moment. “Price,” she said and left it at that.


Had her voice been this soft and airy this morning? He’d been too hungover and pissed off to notice anything other than the fact that she’d hit him.


Her hair had even more color and depth to it than it had seemed to this morning. All different shades of brown were layered in her shoulder-length locks. The strands were so shiny they reflected the commercial lighting coming from the ceiling. He’d never seen any woman’s hair pick up specks of light the way hers did. Her almond-shaped eyes tilted up slightly at the corners and were the deepest shade of brown he’d ever seen. Pink shiny gloss accented her full, wide mouth. A mouth that most men would picture doing certain things. Not that he ever pictured anything like that.


“I have something you need,” she said without as much as a lead-in.


He folded his hands across his stomach and tried not to sound too eager. “I believe you do.”


The princess actually smirked. “How badly do you want it back?”


Some of his relief turned to apprehension. “I beg your pardon?” Had he jumped the gun when he thought she’d come to do the right thing? No way was she even thinking about blackmailing him. He leaned forward in his chair. “All right, how much did you take?”


Her perfectly shaped brows pulled together in confusion. “I’m sorry?”


“How much money did you take out of my wallet?”


“You think I’d take money from your wallet and then try to return it?”


When she put it that way, it did sound like a stupid thing to do. What other thing could she possibly want besides money? Granted it was ludicrous considering she probably had more money than she knew what to do with.


“Then how much do you want for it?”


Her eyebrows pulled even lower. “What do you—?”


“Well, you didn’t come here to return it for nothing.” People didn’t do nice things like that anymore.


Her delicate chin lifted and her brow smoothed out. “Actually, no.”


Just as he suspected. The princess had an ulterior motive. Equal amounts of disappointment and annoyance had him gritting his teeth together. “So, what do you want?”


She hesitated for about two seconds. “A job.”


Okay, seriously, was someone playing a joke on him? Too much clutter and other shit crowded his office to tell whether or not someone had placed a hidden camera at his expense. Maybe Courtney had found this girl and paid her to mess with him. Or maybe this beauty-pageant woman had just enough of a sadistic streak in her to play with him like this. Either way, the games ended here.


He couldn’t help the laugh that popped out of him. “No way.”


Both her shoulders lifted. “Okay,” she said, then stood from the chair and headed for the door.


“Wait a minute,” he said before she could make a fast getaway with his stuff.


She tossed a cool, expressionless glance over her shoulder. “Yes?”


“You’re not really going to walk out of here without giving me my wallet back, are you?”


“That depends on whether or not you’re willing to hire me.”


He crossed his arms over his chest. “What makes you think I’m looking for help?”


Her deep-brown eyes scanned the disorganized surroundings. “Something tells me you could use some help.”


He needed someone so badly he was willing to pay ungodly rates to hire a professional organizer. But her? A person who couldn’t see out her rearview mirror worth a damn and wouldn’t hand over personal belongings without blackmail? Okay, a very small part of him said, Screw what sort of person she is. You are in dire straits. Plus, she’s hot.


The sensible part of him said, Who cares what she looks like; you don’t even know her.


She must have taken his silence to mean a big fat no. Miss I-Look-Down-My-Nose-at-You turned again and almost made it out the door before he grabbed her elbow.


“For hell’s sake, woman. You’re forgetting I memorized your license plate and could easily file a report against you.” Actually, he hadn’t memorized anything. Sometimes threats served a purpose.


Her full, painted pink lips flattened together in frustration. Her chocolate eyes darkened even more.


“Let me see the wallet before I consider giving you a job,” he demanded before she could reply to his threat.


Without a word, she dug her free arm in her duffel-bag-size purse and produced his brown trifold.


With a small smile, he snatched the wallet out of her hand. “Thanks,” he said and released her arm.


“What do you think you’re doing?” she asked when he turned away from her and walked to his desk.


“I hate to leave you hanging, but I have a meeting I’m running late for.” Too bad, so sad, princess.


She jammed her hands on her thin hips. “You said if I gave your wallet back, you’d give me a job.”


One corner of his mouth kicked up in triumph when he grabbed the proposal from the printer and jammed it in his bag. “I said I’d consider it.” He glanced at her. “Unfortunately for you, I don’t have time to consider anything right now. But I sure appreciate getting this back.” He held the wallet up before stuffing it in his back pocket.


The muscles in Miss Price’s jaw tensed as her eyes narrowed to slits. Yeah, I outsmarted you, didn’t I? Not bad for an ornery, hungover jerk, huh?


He touched two fingers to his forehead in a mock solute. “Have a good afternoon, Miss Price.”


Avery Price stood, dumbfounded, as the finest man she’d ever laid eyes on walked out into the glorious Wyoming sunshine. What the heck had just happened? One minute she’d been executing a poor attempt at blackmail and the next he’d gotten the better of her. Man, he was a quick thinker, much quicker than she was.


The girl with the brand-new-copper-penny-colored hair moved around in the outer office. Avery walked back into the reception area. Rebecca, as Noah had called her, hummed some peppy tune to herself while practically floating around and gathering papers. Honestly, this place was a nightmare. Avery had been in dozens of offices, and none of them had been this cluttered, this uninviting. Didn’t Noah have some sort of staff to at least water the poor dracaena drooping like a forgotten child in the corner?


A water cooler sat against one of the walls. Avery filled up a little Styrofoam cup and gave the plant the drink it desperately needed. She dropped two more cupfuls in the soil.


“Oh, hey, thanks. The poor plants around here get neglected, because I’m too busy being this business’s backbone.” Rebecca came to a stop next to Avery, barely holding on to a stack of papers at least a foot and a half high. The girl didn’t look like she was any older than maybe nineteen or twenty. Her pearlescent skin was dotted with a smattering of light-brown freckles across the bridge of her nose. A few corkscrew tendrils had come loose from the bun on the back of her head and hung down like red streamers. Her eyes sparkled when she smiled and were the color of emeralds. Avery instantly liked Rebecca.


“The plants never get watered?” Avery gestured to the one behind her.


“When I remember. But I’m here only three days a week, and when I am here, I’m so busy with the workload that watering the plants is the last thing on my mind.” She graced Avery with an openmouthed smile. “I don’t know why Noah bothers to keep them around. I think it would look better to just take them out.”


“You’re the only employee here?” Avery found that hard to believe. How did one run a business with just two people? See, he did need help.


Rebecca hefted the papers higher in her arms. “He fired our office manager this morning for incompetence, not that I blame him. Although the woman was really nice, she wasn’t a great employee. Yesterday I asked her to shred some legal documents, and she faxed them to a client instead. Noah had to get on the phone with the guy and explain the mistake.”


Her father would have hit the roof if one of his employees had done anything that stupid. And he certainly wouldn’t have kept them around another day.


“So now it’s just me.”


Avery was just about to offer to take some of the papers from the obviously overworked girl when the phone rang.


Rebecca lifted her green eyes to the ceiling. “Great.” She scampered across the room. “Will you grab that for me? Just say, ‘McDermott Construction’ and write down whatever they say. There’re some sticky notes and pens next to the phone,” she called out from down a hallway.


Avery had been in stranger situations than this. Surely she could handle answering a phone and taking a message.


On the third ring, Avery snatched it up and repeated the greeting Rebecca had given her.


“Yeah, I need to talk to Noah.”


She paused. Now would be a good time to say something, Avery.


“I’m sorry, Noah’s not here.” Whew.


“Okay, I need to leave a message for him. This is Ray from DDM Project Management. Just tell him there’s been a delay in the permits because the wheelchair ramps on the plans for the Pelican Club need to be modified by three inches. I gotta go into a meeting. He’s got my cell. Thanks, sugar.”


The dial tone rang in her ear a second later. What the heck? The guy had rambled off his message and hung up before she could unstick a sticky note.


“Oh, good.” She breathed in relief when she saw a stack of Post-its right in front of her face. She pulled key words from the conversation out of her brain and tried to re-create the message. Something about wheelchair ramps and three inches. And his name was Ray. That was about the extent of her knowledge of that one-sided conversation.


Rebecca stepped back into the room, paper-free. Avery spun around and held up the note. “A message for Noah.”


The redhead scooped up another monstrous pile. “Oh, you can just stick it in his office. He’ll see it when he gets back.” She left the room as quickly as she had come in.


Avery let herself back into Noah’s office and stopped short in front of his desk. “Okay, where?” she asked herself when not even the surface of the desk could be seen for all the crap he had scattered on top. Noah McDermott needed some organization coaching. If only he had accepted her help. On a sigh, she stuck the note to the screen of his computer.


When she walked to the reception area again, Rebecca was back, going through more papers. “Wow, it’s kind of nice having a second set of hands.” She stuck her hands on her slim hips and regarded Avery. The corner of her wide, red-painted lips kicked up. “Would you by any chance be looking for a job?”


“You hired her?”


Noah’s perky secretary held up her hands in defense. “Okay, first of all, calm down. Second of all, I didn’t hire her.” She made quotation marks in the air with her hands. “Technically, that’s your job. All I did was ask her to help me out with a few things. She was more than happy to give me a hand. She even said she’d be willing to come back tomorrow.”


“I don’t want her coming back tomorrow, Rebecca.” You know you do, so stop denying it.


“Noah, look at this place.” She lifted her arms out, encompassing his small office. “We’re drowning here. I’m only one person, and you fired the only other office person we had.”


He scrubbed a weary hand down his prickly face. “I know, and I’m sorry I put you in this position. But I couldn’t keep her here.”


The younger woman lifted her eyes to the ceiling like a teenager. “I know. My point is I had a perfectly able and willing body here today. And she’s willing to help out some more. Why not take what’s being offered?”


Of course she was willing. She’d tried to blackmail him into giving her a job. But hell, he didn’t want the woman who’d hit him and also made him think of lazy afternoon sex sashaying around his office like a tempting piece of fruit. He did want her; there was no denying that. Just, not here.


“Look.” Rebecca continued her case for Avery’s employment. “We got all the paperwork for the Dennison property filed today and made new files for the Pelican Club. That’s like a week’s worth of work for me.”
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