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		Chapter 1


Josephina Harrington had barely pulled on her pink lace panties and already she knew it was a mistake.
         

It wasn’t the nearly naked part that had her worried. Or the pair of strappy stilettos, which had her teetering in the confined space. What had her sweating was how the hell she was going to stand back up.

Who knew joining the mile-high club could be so dangerous? Okay, so the jet was on the tarmac, but still.

Between her fiancé’s high-profile life and orchestrating a Manhattan social front to ensure that Wilson’s “career-making moment” went off with flawless perfection, Josephina and Wilson had hardly seen each other, let alone found time to talk about the wedding. So if engineering a totally out of the ordinary sexcapade got Wilson out of his business briefs and into hers, Josephina was more than willing. Especially since lately, “kinky” had consisted of her on top.

Grabbing a pink negligee from her bag, she tugged it over her head, braced her hands on either wall of the minuscule bathroom, and slowly walked her way back up. A fluff here, a swipe there, and a few seductive kissy-faces in the mirror later, the normally professional Josephina was ready for Mission Get-the-Sizzle-Back.

Cracking open the door, she whispered in her steamiest come-hither voice, “Wilson, can you help me a minute?”

She pulled the door closed and smothered a nervous giggle. Wilson was going to flip, she was sure of it. One look at her in this and he would forget the contract, forget his conference call with the senator from New York, forget his pressing emails. Forget everything but them.
         

Muffled footsteps sounded outside the door and Josephina sucked in a breath. For the first time in—God she couldn’t even remember—she felt hope swell.

The jet suddenly shifted as if someone had slammed a door in the underbelly. Had she been in sensible shoes, she wouldn’t have been flung backward, wedging her butt between the toilet and the sink. Nor would she have, upon freeing herself, crashed through the bathroom door and flopped into the aisle.

Josephina froze on all fours, fanny up, and swallowed down embarrassment. All of the blood rushed to her cheeks as she took in the five surprised faces staring down at her.

She didn’t remember getting up or the distinguished-looking businessmen quickly exiting onto the tarmac. But the look on Wilson’s face would forever be seared into her memory.

 “Jesus.” His eyes raked over her and Josephina no longer felt sexy or seductive. She was no longer a woman claiming her destiny. She felt stupid and silly.

“Surprise,” she choked out, resisting the urge to grab an in-flight blanket and toss it over her head. This was bad, she told herself. But not the end of the world. At least she hoped not.

“What the hell were you thinking?” Before Josephina could answer, Wilson held up an exasperated hand. “Never mind. Because that’s the problem, you weren’t thinking. You never think, you just do.” He shook his head in a manner that she knew all too well. She had disappointed him—again.

“You’re right.” She took his hand. “And I’m sorry. I wanted to take your mind off work for a bit and maybe have a little fun. Besides, I bet those men have been in similar situations.”

“That was a U.S. state senator.” Oh, boy, this was worse than she thought. “And the man who will determine if I get the support I need for the new West Side resort. Not to mention a good chunk of the Japanese investors. And this . . .” Wilson’s gaze raked over her guaranteed-to-make-him-flip blush-colored lace. And he had flipped. Just not in the way Josephina had been hoping. “You know what? I can’t do this anymore. I’m done.”
         

“What?”

He jerked his hand back and Josephina felt something inside hollow out.

“I was going to wait, but I think it’s better that we do this now.”

She wasn’t sure if it was her poor choice in footwear or the finality in his voice, but the plane suddenly began to tilt. She gripped the headrest of a leather seatback.

“I can’t do this anymore, Josephina. I can’t marry you.”

Josephina tilted her head, trying to clear her ears. Even though the jet hadn’t left the runway, she determined it must be the cabin’s pressure distorting his words. Because he couldn’t be dumping her. They were perfect for each other. Everyone thought so. Her friends loved him. Her parents loved him.

Sure, she could be impulsive, even flighty at times. But he said her creative side was cute. He had even said so in the wedding section of the New York Times.
         

“Damn it, don’t cry.” He handed her his handkerchief.

“I’m not.” But she took it anyway, surprised to find she was crying. She never cried. Wilson said it made her skin blotchy.

“We both know that this hasn’t been working for a while.”

They did?
         

“Oh, God,” she gasped, clutching the handkerchief, which was now a rumpled, snotty ball, to her chest. Everything was suddenly clear. “You said you didn’t want to do this now. As in you were going to do this later? Were you just going to wait until we got to Paris and then dump me?”

He ran a hand through his hair before meeting her gaze. “We thought it would be best if they were there. We all agreed that you’d need the support.”

“We?” The word caught in her throat, choking so bad it hurt to breathe. She’d thought this engagement was her first step in creating something of her own, something she could be proud of.
         

“Your parents agreed that—”

“My parents?” She stepped forward, jabbing a finger into his chest. “You talked to my parents before talking to me?” She poked him again—only harder, sending him backing away until he collided with an open tray table. “You broke up with my parents?”

“Calm down.”

She grabbed him by his shirt collar and pulled him close. “This is calm.”

A bitter taste filled her mouth. The only person she’d ever confided in had sold her out. Placed her in the position to look as if she, once again, couldn’t successfully manage anything through to completion. Her engagement—as her parents would immediately point out—was another failure in a long list of Josephina missteps.

“This is exactly why we thought to do it around the table,” he said. “You just feel and then act. You never take into consideration how it will affect anyone but yourself. I wanted to make this work. Our families get along, we have the same circle of friends. Every time you come with me I think, is today the day she does something that ruins what I’ve worked so hard to create?”

“I didn’t know love could be such a liability.” Her voice was small and pitiful. She winced at the sound.

Wilson swallowed and shifted his gaze. Oh, my God.
         

“Did you ever even love me?”

“I tried.” His voice was gruff. “But with you, everything is hard, even love.” Even if she had been able to form some kind of coherent sound, she never got the chance.

 “Mr. Schmitt? I hate to interrupt, but if you want to make it to Paris in time for the meeting the pilot says we need to take off now.”

Josephina turned and there standing in the doorway, dressed in pressed barracuda blue and illuminated by a golden halo, stood Wilson’s head of business development, Babette Roberts. It was as if the heavens themselves had opened up to shine down on perfection. She was successful, polished, spoke five languages, and glided effortlessly down the aisle in her pencil skirt and Ivy League entitlement. Josephina looked down at herself and seriously considered jumping into a garment bag. And quite possibly zipping it up.

Babette smoothed her perfectly coifed hair and Josephina felt the room swallow her whole. She took a step back, then another, grabbing her purse and slowly making her way to freedom. When she hit the metal boarding plank she turned and bolted as fast as her wobbly legs would allow.

As the jet’s engines roared to a start, drowning out the slapping of her heels on the tarmac, Josephina wondered, for the millionth time in as many seconds, why she had grabbed only her purse and not her clothes. And how it took a seven-carat Cartier bracelet, with its couture, diamond-encrusted-hook-and-eye latch—the one she’d spied in Wilson’s briefcase last week—winking at her from Babette’s wrist to realize that she was a fool.

*  *  *


Brett McGraw gaped at the screen on the opposite side of the bar, unable to believe his eyes. There, playing in fifty-five inches of HD glory, right below some antlers and next to the neon John Deere sign, were he and a Texas bombshell, twisted like a couple of pretzels. She was partially hidden by a wave of sweat-tangled hair but he was unmistakable, wearing only a black FCC censored tag and a Stetson. She was giving him the ride of his life, panting his name and swinging a distinctively green jacket over her head like a lasso.

Brett squinted at the screen. He remembered the night, remembered the hotel room, remembered winning his first PGA Masters. But he had a hell of a time remembering the girl’s name. Until he read the ticker tape running across the bottom of the screen.

And damn near spit out his beer.

Brett leaned in for a second read: Bethany Stone, daughter of Dirk Stone and heiress to the Stone Golf fortune, was par for the course when she decided to take her family’s endorsement of PGA’s bad-boy cowboy, Brett McGraw, from corporate to private with a single hole in one.
         

Dirk Stone and Brett’s older brother Cal were golf buddies, which was how Brett landed Stone Golf as his official sponsor. If he lost Stone, he’d lose a good quarter of his revenue and, he was afraid, Cal’s respect. The last thought sent a bunch of shitty emotions rushing over him.

“I’m fucked.”

“In every way that counts,” Jace McGraw, Brett’s kid brother and as of late roommate, said sparing a glance at the television before sliding onto the bar stool next to him.

Jace waved over the bartender, a sexy redhead who was all legs and cleavage in a tissue-thin tank, red bra, and golf-bunny tattoo that peeked out when she leaned over the bar, gifting him with an impressive view.

She looked at the screen, back to Brett, and gave a welcoming smile. “My, my, my, mister Brett, that’s a mighty large censored tag you got there.”

Mister Brett flashed his million-dollar spokesman grin and Jace groaned.
         

“Two beers and a hundred bucks if we get out of here without being noticed,” Jace said, waving her off.

“You got it.” The pretty redhead tucked the bills in her bra and walked away, hips swaying as if she knew he was watching. And he was. So was Jace. Although Brett was looking more out of habit than interest, which was something he’d had a hard time mustering up lately. Being wanted for his drive, on and off the course, was starting to get old.
         

“I was hoping to get here before it hit the networks,” Jace said.

 Brett looked around the bar, noticing all eyes were on him. Especially the fluttering ones.

Resisting the urge to pull his Stone Golf hat lower, he turned to Jace, tilting his head back slightly to meet his dark gaze. His kid brother was built like a bull, had more tattoos than fingers, and with his buzzed head and bad-ass attitude people often mistook him for an ex-con instead of ex-military with one of the best mechanical minds in professional racing. Rather, had been in racing, until some journalist, looking for dirt on Brett, exposed Jace’s past.
         

“You could have at least given me a heads up.”

“You’re lucky I didn’t just give them your location myself. Hell, Brett, I haven’t even been able to piss without some dill-rod shoving a camera in my face.”

“My place is about as bad,” a voice said from behind. Brett didn’t have to turn to see who it was.

Cal sank down onto a stool on the other side of Brett, his shoulders shoving and his elbows jabbing, pressing all his older-brother bullshit into Brett’s space. His brothers were range-tough, bad-ass, and overprotective as hell. And Brett couldn’t help but grin because, man, he was glad to see them. Cal and Jace were the only two people in the world who had his back, no matter what.

“Any idea how bad this will get?” Jace asked.

“Not sure what the fallout will be yet,” Cal said, picking up Brett’s beer as though he wasn’t sitting right there. “He needs to lie low and disappear for a couple of months.”

The media had been hounding Brett for years, ever since he won his first Masters at twenty-three. This story, Brett’s gut screamed, felt different.

“What about Illinois?” Jace asked.

Cal drained the beer. “I think he should skip Illinois.”

“The John Deere Classic? They’re one of my biggest sponsors. I’m already on the roster. Hell, my face is on the fucking ad. It doesn’t get more southern than a tractor, Cal. And McGraws don’t hide.”

Jace went on as if Brett hadn’t even spoken. “What about the playoffs?”

“He’s done well enough in the first part of the year. Even if he skips June and July he should still have enough points to make it into the FedEx Cup,” Cal said, looking disappointed as hell.

“Wait! You want me to lie low until the end of August? That’s ten weeks!”

Not gonna happen. The last few months Brett’s focus had been shit and he didn’t know why. There wasn’t any one thing he could point to, he just felt indifferent—about everything. Not a good place to be. But if he stood a chance at taking the FedEx Cup this year, he needed to be on top of his game. He needed a win in Illinois.
         

“Yeah, ten weeks, playboy,” Jace said. “Time for the sponsors to settle down and the news to move on to someone or something else.”

“Hold up. You are all acting like you’ve never had a wild one-nighter. She was ready, I was horny, and the rest of it is none of your damn business.”

“Actually, when Grandma Hattie started playing the video for her Bible group, in my living room, it became my business.” Cal’s mouth turned up a little at the edge.

Brett tugged his hat down this time, wishing he could crawl right into it. He hadn’t done anything wrong, but Grandma Hattie had been like a mama to him and his brothers. After his parents had died, she’d stepped in and singlehandedly raised all three of them. Not an easy task, since Brett and his brothers were a handful.

“Ah, hell.” Who wanted their grandma to see them getting it on? Plus, Hattie had the biggest mouth in Sugar, possibly the entire South. “Knowing her, she’s set up a paying peep show, complete with popped corn and sweet tea.”

“Since it has over a million downloads on YouTube, I’m guessing that’s the least of your troubles,” Jace said, looking amused enough for the entire bar.

“Again, two consenting, single adults blowing off steam. Not five o’clock news material.”
         

“It is when you sleep with Dirk Stone’s daughter. His only daughter.”
         

Yeah, he got that part.

“First off, that video was taken two years ago,” Brett defended. “And before you ask, no, I didn’t know she was taping it. And no, I had no idea who she was.”

“Yeah, too bad none of that matters. All the press will see is your play-it-loose reputation,” Jace pointed out, knowing full well how a reputation can be more convincing than actual evidence.

Brett swore, because Jace was right. Even though Brett didn’t talk, women usually did. And he’d never bothered to deny the rumors.

“Damn it, Brett,” Cal said. “You’ll be lucky if all you lose is Stone’s endorsement. If he jumps it won’t be long before others follow suit.”

 “He can’t dump me, we have a contract. And as long as I keep winning the others will stick.”

“According to Stone, he can and says he will,” Cal confirmed. “Your contract is up for renewal after this season. Plus, any sponsor can pull their endorsement if they can prove you acted in a way that could adversely affect their image.”

“The man made his fortune selling golf balls. How much morality can there be in golf balls?”

“This is Georgia,” Jace pointed out. “A God-fearing, Bible-thumping state. What the hell did you think would happen?”

“Not this.” Brett was always so careful. He might look as if he played life fast and loose, but persona and reality didn’t always mesh. He took into account every action, knowing his life was made up of perception and percentages. It was never just his career on the line. A lot of families were dependent on his swing and ability to sell ad space.

Even the residents of Sugar, Georgia, weren’t above cashing in on his name, and that income source would dry up real quick if his sponsors bailed. Which was exactly why he took his responsibility seriously. The people of Sugar might live for gossip but they took strong exception to outsiders butting in on their business. They also protected their own—and that meant he had to do whatever it took to ride out the scandal.

He just wished like hell he were enjoying this ride half as much as the girl still gyrating on the screen.

The bartender came back, carrying a tray of beers and swinging her hips in the universal sign for I’m game. “Figured your friends would be thirsty, too.” She offered up three beers, a bowl of peanuts, and a seductive wink. “If you need me, you just let me know. I’m always available to whet your thirst, Mr. Brett.”
         

“Thank you, ma’am. Seems like you have some thirsty customers over there,” Cal said shoving his beer to the side and giving the waitress a polite kiss-off.

She puckered her lips up in a pout and mouthed for Brett to call her before heading off to the other side of the bar.

Cal glared and Brett didn’t see the big deal. He was upfront with women, always made sure they knew it was a no-strings situation, always left them more than satisfied, and always acted like a gentleman.

Bottom line—he loved women. And they loved him right back.

“Wipe that smug-ass grin off your face,” Jace said, sounding equally amused and pissed.

“The only reason you’re still standing is because Payton made me promise to bring you home in one piece.” Cal ran a hand through his hair and looked every bit the stressed, single dad of a teen girl.

Shit.
         

“Payton saw it?”

“No, I got her out of the room before it got good, but she’s already asking questions.”

“What did you tell her?”

“Nothing yet, but I have to come up with something. She’s twelve. Twelve, Brett. Do you think she won’t hear about it at school? Or from Hattie and her Bible group?” Cal leveled him with a glare. “Hattie’s already saying she’s going to tan your bare hide. Right below and to the right of that tattoo of yours.”
         

“Wait? Did you say home? As in Sugar?”

“Yup.” Now it was Cal’s turn to smile.

He’d rather face a whole course of pissed-off sponsors than that town. When Brett left for college it was on a scholarship set up by the good people of Sugar. When he made the PGA they threw a parade in his honor. After his first Masters win they’d named a highway after him.

At the thought of going home with this scandal surrounding him, Brett felt that familiar churning in his gut. It happened whenever he thought about letting people down. Which was why he’d kept his visits home short and sweet.

“Sorry, guys. I can’t go home.” Even the word felt wrong. It no longer referred to the aged farmhouse they’d been raised in. With his first Masters purse, Brett had built Hattie her dream home on the back side of the family property, which butted up to Sugar Lake. The ridiculous McMansion, with is marble floors and sweeping staircase, was situated right off the newly named Brett McGraw Highway and served as a painful reminder of all that had been lost. “I’ve got the John Deere Classic.”

“We already decided, you’re skipping Illinois,” Jace reminded him.

Cal put his hands up, effectively cutting off any argument Brett could have made. “What you need to be worrying about is Stone’s daughter, especially since she is getting married in a few weeks and tensions in the family are now probably running high. Let’s give Stone a chance to lie low. Cool down. Forget about you and his precious baby girl. And give your agent a chance to fix this without having you screw it up by parading around town with a herd of horny golf-bunnies in your wake.”

 “Cal’s right. Giving it a few months to let the media frenzy die down wouldn’t hurt,” Jace added, and Brett felt like an ass. The earlier stress Brett was picking up wasn’t just for him, the stations were probably playing all the footage from Jace’s arrest. Every time his kid brother moved on with his life—new job, new town, new girl—his past always seemed to resurface and fuck it up. Brett’s career was a big reason it kept resurfacing. That Jace was crashing at Brett’s place in Atlanta only made it worse.

If he went home the hype would fizzle. No photos, no story. And in Sugar no one would make it easy on the press. Last time the media had come to town sniffing out a story the locals had, with a southern smile and a Bless your heart, rolled up the welcome mats.
         

“You were thinking about helping Cletus host the Sugar summer golf program for the kids this year anyway,” Jace offered, trying to polish the obvious turd that was Brett’s predicament. Brett had been one of those kids. Actually he was the flagship student. As far as Brett was concerned, Cletus Boyle was one of the reasons he was a professional golfer and not in jail.

“So basically you two came here to tell me it would be a great place to lie low for the next few months?” Beyond a better grip, Brett doubted he had anything positive to offer these kids other than how to fuck up your life in one night.
         

“I came down here to kick your ass. Cletus came up with the idea of you helping out for the summer,” Cal said, piling on the guilt. “Full time.”

Full time? “Crap, he saw the video?”
         

“Called a few minutes after it broke. Thought you could use some time dredging the lake for golf balls and figuring shit out. I happen to agree,” Cal said.

Great, Cletus wasn’t looking for a mentor for the kids. He was looking for a way to save Brett from himself. Again.

“And Hattie said you promised to MC the Sugar Ladies’ summer concert in July.”

“I said I’d try to make it.” Which in Hattie terms meant she was free to leverage his name for a good cause. This time it was the Sugar Medical Center’s new pediatric ward. The town had spent the better part of the year trying to raise funds to finish the project—and Brett was their secret weapon.
         

He squeezed the bridge of his nose, not seeing any way around this. He was already here, in the great state of Georgia, with apparently nowhere pressing to be until the playoffs. Which meant that he had to go back to the one place that made him feel like that scared fourteen-year-old kid who’d just lost his parents, looking like a coward with his tail between his legs.

“Fine, ten weeks,” Brett groaned.

*  *  *


“Aren’t you even curious about what Wilson is up to?” Russell, the delivery boy for Big Wang’s, asked, leaning against the door frame of Josephina’s New York high-rise, a bag of takeout dangling from his finger.

“Nope.” Curiosity had faded the second Wilson’s jet had pulled away, leaving her half naked and stranded on a corporate tarmac. She was curious, though, about how long a woman, who was clearly wearing the same wrinkled slacks and chocolate-stained blouse from three days ago when she tried to leave the house, could live on Chinese food before she began to look pathetic.

“Because his Facebook status says engaged.”

“It’s said engaged for the past two years.” Two years, seven months, and eleven days. Josephina dug through her wallet and pulled out two bills.
         

“To Babette Roberts,” Russell threw out.

Josephina froze. Her eyes flew to Russell’s.

“How do you know?” she whispered, hating the way her voice shook.

“Sherman told me when he let me up.”

Sherman was the doorman. He took his job seriously, and his gossip to the bank. If he was telling the delivery boy about her disaster of a life, the entire co-op had been informed days ago.

Great. Just great.
         

It explained why Mrs. Goldstein had left a bottle of scotch and a collection of chick-flick DVDs on her doorstep yesterday.

“Well, good for them.” She shoved the money at Russell while reaching for the bag. She needed wine, grease, and a good cry. Immediately. And she wasn’t willing to show weakness in front of witnesses. Not again.

But Russell held on, tugging back. “Um, it’s actually twenty-seven, thirty-five.”

“It’s usually twenty-five with tip.” She should know. She’d ordered Chinese takeout every night for the past eleven days. The first night, Russell had forgotten her fortune cookie and she had cried all over his red BIG WANG’S: 24-HOURS SERVICE T-shirt. The next night he’d brought a half dozen cookies and extra napkins.
         

So when she, once again, let out an ugly sniffle, Russell took a small step back.

“This is all I have,” she whispered, hating how she’d once again managed to come up short.

“That’s all right,” Russell said. “How about you go freshen up while I set up dinner. Then after we can start the healing process.” He waggled his brows and—

“Ohmigod. Are you offering a ten percent discount to Big Wang’s in exchange for sex?”

“A little rebound nookie to go with the extra fortune cookies.” There went the brows again.

“No and no.” She slammed the door, but not before grabbing the bag of takeout.

“What about my tip?” Russell shouted through the door.

“Here’s one,” she shouted back. “Offering sex in exchange for two bucks might be considered offensive.”

“It was a good offer.” The heavily accented voice came from behind her.

Josephina turned around and saw her mother’s housekeeper standing at the bedroom door clutching a stainless-steel coffeemaker to her bosom.

Rosalie shrugged one meaty shoulder. “He’s right, you need a man. It will help with the pain.”

“I don’t need a man.”
         

What she needed was a new life. She looked around what had been her house for the past few years and wondered when it had become so sterile. Clean lines, steel beams, and polished marble floors. Not a thing was out of place—except for her. Not that she knew who her was anymore, but Josephina decided that she’d like the chance to get to know the person she had been before—before the engagement, before the career-making-moment, before she let everyone’s expectations and lives snuff out her own.
         

“Well, that’s good because more of that,” Rosalie looked pointedly at the takeout and added a few clicks of the tongue, “and your thighs will jiggle. Men don’t like women who jiggle,” Rosalie said, as though she weren’t shaped like a squat pear with tiny legs that forced her to waddle everywhere she went.

“Now, what do you want me to do with this?” She held up the coffeepot. It was a roaster, foamer, Frappuccino maker, and carbonator all in one—and it was Wilson’s favorite appliance.

“You don’t have to help me pack, Rosalie,” she said, although she was secretly happy Rosalie had come. She’d boxed up more stuff in the past hour than Josephina had managed all day.

For three weeks, she’d stared at the door, thinking this had to be some kind of mistake and that at any minute Wilson would walk in and everything would go back to the way it was supposed to be. Then, last night, while watching Under the Tuscan Sun and inhaling a red velvet cake, she realized that she didn’t want to go back to the way things were.
         

Even scarier, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t pinpoint the exact moment she’d lost balance in her life and in turn lost herself. Which was why she was moving out. It was clear that Wilson wasn’t coming back—he hadn’t even called to see if she was okay or tell her that he was engaged to someone else. And every moment she stayed there, in the place she thought she’d grow old and raise babies, the regret ratcheted tighter around her chest, until breathing hurt.

No, she needed to leave—and pronto. Problem was, the only place she had to go was her parents’ house, where the couture décor and upstate judgment would be equally suffocating, just in a different way. Even thinking about it gave her hives.

“Your mother pays me.” Rosalie narrowed her eyes. “She says to come here and help you. You say you need to move. So I fill boxes. Now—”

She held up the coffeemaker again in question.

“Salvation Army box,” Josephina conceded, although every cell in her body was screaming to dismiss Rosalie and fix this mess on her own. But who was she to risk her mother’s wrath over a few stupid boxes?

“What about this?” Rosalie held up an old shoebox covered in stickers and glitter and enough memories to make her heart jerk painfully. Then jerk again until it somehow landed in her throat, creating a whole new set of problems. Because there, in Rosalie’s pudgy hand, was a part of Josephina’s past that she hadn’t thought about in years.

“Where did you find that?” Josephina gently took the box and walked over to the couch.

She’d cried so much over the past few weeks, she assumed more tears would be impossible. Yet as she slipped open the lid and saw the photo resting atop a pile of letters and keepsakes, her eyes went blurry. This pain was different, as though it originated from someplace old and forgotten, and it packed the kind of power that made breathing almost impossible.

Josephina didn’t know how her life had spiraled so far from center, but she did know that she hadn’t felt as free as the girl smiling back at her in years. She picked up the photo and traced a finger over the rolled edge. It had been taken the summer she’d turned ten and her parents had gone on one of their trips to Europe, leaving her, once again, with her aunt.

It was one of the best summers of her life, spent making mud pies and learning from Letty how to make real ones. Which was why she was standing on a wooden chair in pigtails, pearls, and a too-big apron, with flour down her front, a whisk in her hand, and a smile of sheer pleasure on her face.

If she closed her eyes she could almost smell the bite of lemons and hear Aunt Letty’s voice: “Careful, child. If you have to beat it that hard then you’re missing an ingredient. Might look perfect today but come morning that meringue will be a big pile of trouble, stinking up the fridge for days to come.”
         

Josephina placed the photo on the coffee table and carefully thumbed through the box. She dug past drawings and sketches—mostly in crayon and big swirly letters with hearts over the i’s—through magazine clippings and all of the ideas and dreams she and her aunt had cooked up for the old boardinghouse that Letty had called home, stopping when she found what she was looking for. At the bottom, postmarked six weeks before Letty had passed, sat a yellow envelope.
         

With a shaky breath Josephina opened the flap and pulled out the letter. The paper smelled like lilac and mothballs, and Josephina wanted to press it to her face and breathe in. A faded photo of Letty, standing on the front steps of Fairchild House in mud boots and a rain slicker, holding a jug of her finest moonshine, fell to the couch.

She remembered that last summer, sitting curled up in Letty’s arms while looking out the windows of the salon as a summer storm blew past and listening to Letty recount the story about how her great-great-aunt, Pearl Fairchild, came to call the magical boardinghouse home.

According to legend, Letty had said, the two-story Plantation-style house was built in the mid-1800s by the first mayor of Sugar, Jeremiah Sugar. It was a masterpiece designed to win the heart of the beautiful socialite Pearl Fairchild, who, moved by his romantic overture and promises of a life filled with adventure, left her family and New York behind to become Mrs. Jeremiah Sugar.
         

Even the name sounded perfect. But after two months of travel, first in a train and later in a horse-drawn wagon, finally walking the remaining eight miles to the house, Pearl realized there was nothing sugary about her husband-to-be.
         

The man whom she had defied her parents for, had given her heart to, stood in the foyer. His slacks hung around his ankles, his face blotched red, while his pale backside engaged in rapid undulation under the housekeeper’s smock, so engaged that he failed to notice her enter the residence or even pick up his beloved mayoral gavel.
         

Pearl never took his last name, the mayor’s body was never found, and the housekeeper—prone to gossip—never had to work another day in her life, instead spending the rest of her days as Pearl’s handsomely paid companion. Thus, the Fairchild House, boarding for the adventurous, was born.
         

Josephina turned the photo over and on the back, Letty had simply written: Come home, Fairy Bug. Your adventure is waiting for you.
         

Fairy, she remembered, clutching the photo to her heart to keep it from breaking, was because Letty swore Josephina was born to fly. The bug part was to remind her that sometimes she had to get dirty to really live.

And more than anything Josephina wanted to live again—really live. She tucked the photo into her pocket and looked at Rosalie. “I need a car.”


	

    
	
		Chapter 2


It was official. Brett was exhausted. A little under two weeks back in Sugar and he’d already dredged the lake, helped out the local Booster Club with their yearly jog-a-thon, gotten the first set of campers settled, and agreed to play a friendly round of golf with the mayor—and local press.
         

He was in desperate need of some time on the course—alone, which was where he’d been coming from when he ran across—

“What the hell?” Brett swerved, narrowly missing a golfer decked out in cultured couture, stomping down the middle of the road. He pulled over to the shoulder of Brett McGraw Highway—which, in Sugar, was nothing more than two narrow lanes, one going in each direction, through the middle of a cattle pasture edged with oak trees and barbed wire—and rolled down his window

“Must have been some drive,” he said, leaning out the window and watching her approach. “The nearest hole is about eight miles back that way.”

He’d walked this same road more times than he cared to count as a kid, dragging a worn-out set of clubs, looking for an escape.

The leggy blonde, tugging what looked to be—a bunny on a leash?—stormed past his truck without sparing him a glance as the set of golf clubs, slung across her back like a samurai sword, nearly took out his side mirror. She wore some kind of skirt, silky and uptight and still somehow managing to hug every curve. Exposing a damn near perfect set of never-ending legs that balanced on the most ridiculous pair of heels he’d ever seen, which for some reason turned him on.

Wait, did that trailing dust mop just bark? Yup. Under the pink bows was a dog that seemed about as friendly as its owner.

“Afternoon.”

Even though Golfer Barbie was clearly working to ignore Brett, he was a good ole boy and a gentleman, and would never pass a woman in distress. He pulled alongside her. She was weighted down by a bag of clubs, a couple of wheelie suitcases, and a dog with rat-sized legs. Those shoes weren’t helping but they sure made her world-class ass sway in a manner that made his day suddenly seem less shitty.

“Ma’am?”

She stopped, her blue eyes narrowed into what had to be the best screw-you look he’d ever seen. The soft planes of her face folded into a scowl, pursing her lips out in offense. The dog growled.

“Ma’am?” she repeated.

Aw, she was a Yankee—her polished subtle accent giving her away—and obviously offended by his southern manners. The starched top, accessory on a leash, and stick-up-her-ass attitude told him probably Upper East Side. Not that he’d spent a lot of time in New York, although he had been with enough bored socialites looking for their wild round with the PGA bad boy to spot one of her kind.

One arm on the wheel, the other hanging out the window, Brett asked, “You need a hand?”

She crossed her arms, pulling the leash taut and cutting the yip off mid-yap, and opened her mouth to speak. Her eyes darted to the bed of his truck and then did an exaggerated roll before narrowing to two pissed-off slits.

“Nope,” was all she said, and continued to head due north. The word was thrown over her shoulder and sounded an awful lot like the four-letter kind.

Brett looked back to see what had taken her from pissed off to hostile. All he saw was his bag of golf clubs.

“Sugar,” he hollered. Since ma’am had set her off, he was hoping sugar wouldn’t make her snap. “You can walk for five miles in any direction and you’re going to end up nowhere. And there’s nothing that way but Sugar Lake and an old boardinghouse.”
         

“Good. Since that’s where I’m headed,” she enunciated slowly, and if Brett hadn’t been so busy checking out her swing, he would have noticed she was mocking him.

Easing off the pedal again, he followed the sound of her heels smacking the asphalt, which was loud enough to be heard over his diesel. It had been a while since he’d had to chase a woman. And for the first time since he’d come back to Sugar, Brett found himself smiling. He was actually enjoying himself. And if that wasn’t a testament to just how crappy his life had gotten, he didn’t know what was.

“Well, how about that? Me, too. So, why don’t you hop in and I can give you a lift?”

“My aunt told me never to trust a balding man.”

“Balding?”

She spared him a very brief and very annoyed glance, jerking her chin toward his Stetson. “Men wear it to hide their lack of hair.”

“My hat?” He hit the brakes. The dog bared its teeth. “It’s a southern thing.”

“Uh-huh.” She kept walking.

Brett grinned. He suspected she would rather walk back to New York in those shoes than admit she needed help. “Well, I’m never one to push a lady but I am a southern gentleman and I’d hate for anything to happen to you out here on the open road. So I’ll just drive along here beside you with my air-conditioning on high, maybe sipping from this ice-cold bottle of soda, just to make sure you get to where it is you’re going. Okay?”

Her shoulders sank a little and she stopped. Raising a hand to shield her eyes, she took in the long stretch of pavement that cut through endless miles of sun-dried hills, which housed enough snakes and armadillos to make even the toughest cowgirl balk, only to disappear into the horizon. Her shoulders slumped a little more and…shit…she was gonna cry, he could sense it.
         

He was about to say he’d call Lavender Spenser, who owned the only tow truck in town, to check out the car he had seen a few miles back, then disappear before the waterworks started, when she spun around. And that was not the look of a woman on the verge.

Instead she glared at his truck and, dragging what appeared to be her life, stepped closer to take a peek inside. She placed her hands on the door and gave his rig an aggressive shove, smiling when it didn’t budge.

Then it was his turn for inspection. She gave him a thorough once-over that was so clinical and suspicious Brett was sure it was meant to make him squirm. It did, but not in the way she intended. Because the harder she looked, the higher up that pert little nose went, the more pronounced her delicate cheekbones became, and the farther she stuck out that full, glossy lower lip of hers—and the harder he got.

“You a rapist?”

“Nope.”

He hadn’t considered how he must look to her in lived-in jeans, worn-out shitkickers, and a John Deere–embroidered polo that had seen better days. He had skipped shaving this morning—actually he’d skipped it yesterday, too—and his hair, in desperate need of a trim, was curling out from beneath his hat. The look screamed uneducated hick, but he’d been trying to get in a few holes without being recognized.

Not that it had worked. The beer cart girl, Lindsey—or was it Lena—gave him a cold long neck and tried for a hot kiss, scribbling her number on his scorecard when she failed.

He’d just finished his hole, a birdie no less, when people started gathering around, wanting to talk about the season, get tips on their swing, play a round with him. So he’d packed up, resigning himself to heading back toward the ranch, and maybe having a slice of Grandma Hattie’s peach pie.

Opening the truck door, he stepped out of the cab, around Mrs. Madison Avenue, and her little dog, too, stretching his cramped muscles and flexing a bit in case she decided to look his way. She didn’t. She was back to inspecting the truck.

He reached out his hand. “Name’s Brett McGraw.” When she just looked at his outstretched offering as though it was a snake about to bite, he stuffed it in his pocket and leaned back against his rig, which was conveniently parked next to a highway sign boasting his name. Crossing his ankles, he gifted her with his cover-of-Sports-Illustrated grin—and waited.
         

It didn’t take long. Her eyes went wide with recognition. Two cute pink spots appeared on her cheeks and she gasped. In just about three seconds, she was going to be batting those lashes in his direction, telling him how sorry she was for treating him like he was some kind of perv, and asking—no, begging—him for a ride. And not just in his truck. At least that’s what his lower half was hoping. His upper half was telling him to get back in the cab and get the hell out of there.

“Ohmigod.” Her hand, the one holding the leash, came up to flutter in front of her stunned, dangling jaw. In the process, she yanked the little rat, which had its leg poised to piss all over his truck, out of firing distance. “Oh. My. God.”

And here it comes… “You’re that tractor salesman?”

“Excuse me?” Brett blinked. Then choked a little, remembering the ad he had done a few years back for John Deere.

Holy shit. She had no idea who he was. Meaning she had zero expectations. The notion made the hollow pit in Brett’s chest, the one that he’d been carrying around for over a decade, fade a little.

“I’m right, right?” She looked back at his truck, two tons of steel testosterone with enough power to haul whatever the hell he wanted to haul. “You’re the cowboy from that television commercial who sings that song while the cow pulls him around.”

 “Something like that,” Brett said, picking up one of her suitcases and dropping it in the bed of his truck. She was the first person all day who hadn’t wanted anything from him, which was probably why he was set on helping her. Finished with her suitcases, he reached for her bag of clubs, the back of his hand grazing the curve of her neck where the strap rested.

God, she was soft. She smelled like a lingerie store and some kind of flower. All he could think of when he looked at her was sex. She seemed to know exactly what he was thinking, because she shifted those two pissed-off slits back in his direction.

“What are you doing?” She clutched the bag to her chest.

“Being neighborly.”

He waited for her to let go. All he got was silence. Uneasy, mistrust-filled silence.

“Good lord, Yankee, you are the most suspicious person I’ve ever met.”

“Says the man in the creepy truck offering women rides. And who said I wasn’t local?”

“Your accent. New York by the sound of it.” He looked at her outfit and raised a brow. “A Madison Avenue address?” She scowled. Bingo. “And it’s not creepy, it’s called being a gentleman.”

Although, when she crossed her arms, accentuating the generous swell of her breasts, the last thing he felt was gentlemanly.

“Now, how about you let me get on with my southern manners and load up your things?”

He gave a tug, surprised when she tugged back. Even more surprised at his reaction to getting her all riled up. And she was plenty riled. Why he enjoyed irritating her, he couldn’t say. But when those eyes flashed his way, shooting off attitude and irritation, all of the bullshit in his life seemed kind of stupid.

Letting her win this battle, he let go of the bag and watched her stagger a little under the added weight before walking around the truck to open the passenger door. “You coming? Or do I need to call the sheriff and tell him some crazy lady and her ferret are loitering on my property?”

She hitched the golf bag higher in her arms, a nine-iron shifting up and out a little as if the bag was flipping him the middle finger. She looked around the miles of rolling hills and highway. “I’m on a public highway.”

“No, ma’am,” he drawled, playing the part of the hillbilly. “This here is all McGraw land. Sign right there says so. And that means you and Toto are trespassing.”

Rooted in the middle of the highway, reluctance and exhaustion playing across her face, she looked lost. Lost and sad and maybe a bit scared. He hadn’t noticed before, but under all that sass and primping was someone trying to hold it together.

Brett stepped back around the truck, stopping in front of her and softening his voice. “Look, it’s hot out and will be dark soon. If that Bentley sitting in the middle of the field back there was yours, you’ve already walked a good couple of miles.” He looked at her shoes. “Which I’m betting seemed like a lot more. At least let me give you a ride back to your car. I can drop you off somewhere or go into town and get some gas and help you get her running again.”

“She’s not out of gas,” she pointed out, as if he’d just offended her entire sex. “My cheating bastard of an ex decided to report his car stolen. It has one of those antitheft thingies. It just stopped working.”

Which would explain the shrieking horn and flashing lights. “How did it get in the field?”

“The alarm gave me a warning and I was driving kind of fast. Figured if he was going to screw with me he could search for it.”

“It’s probably got a GPS. They’ll find it pretty easy.”

“I was hoping for a pond. A deep one. Full of scum.” She shrugged, her top shifting in the process and exposing a very lacy, very pink bra strap, making him more than aware of how tight his jeans suddenly seemed. Because, well, he was a guy, and he’d been without a woman a lot longer than most people knew. “I didn’t find one.”

“Lucky him.” Brett smiled, thinking about that strap and wondering if it matched her panties.

“Lucky him, I didn’t drive it through the lobby of his career-making moment.” Her hands made aggressive air quotes around the last three words, adding, “And it’s bulletproof,” with more air quotes, as if that would explain away everything.

That was his cue to walk. He didn’t do complicated. Because complicated usually came with expectations. And this woman had more expectations than her wheelie suitcase could possibly hold. Plus she was kind of crazy. Sexy as hell. But crazy nonetheless.

Brett could almost hear Cal’s voice, not to mention the one inside his own head, reminding him how pink lace hadn’t panned out so well for him in the past. And it was obvious that this woman and her pink lace were nothing but trouble. But Brett didn’t get to where he was in life by playing it safe, not when trouble was so much more fun. Which was why he was determined to get her into his truck.
         

“If you want you can call the sheriff. His name is Jackson Duncan and he can give me the Sugar stamp of approval.”

“All right,” she conceded, desperation—and possibly her shoes—winning out.

She balanced the golf bag between her feet and reached into her purse. Hands fluttering through all eighty-seven pockets, they finally pulled out a cell. Pink. She punched in some keys and waited, her face going blank after about fifteen seconds. She stared at it, punching harder and tried again.

“Rat bastard!”

She pulled the phone back, wound up, and let her fly. They watched the pink metal glisten in the sun before shrinking into the horizon to finally disappear.

“Nice arm.”

Ignoring his comment, her eyes went to his truck again. “How tough is your truck?”

 “Chevy tough.”

“Uh-huh.” She gave his tire a swift kick. Not impressed. “Tough enough to withstand a head-on with a Bentley?”

“It’s American.” He meant it as a testament to how badass his truck was. But she mumbled something that sounded vaguely like “figures.”

“You promise to take me to my car so I can get the rest of my things—”

“There’s more?”

“And get me to where I’m going, untouched?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She still didn’t look convinced, which made her a lot smarter than he was. This trip home was about lying low, playing it safe. Not picking up designer women with purse-sized pets. Sighing, he ushered her toward the passenger door, her fuzzy companion letting loose sounds that were about as intimidating as a Christmas carol. He reached around to help her inside, but paused, content to watch her struggle with her dog, purse, and bag of clubs. Finally realizing that they wouldn’t all fit, she thrust her clubs in his face and went back to tending to the dog.

“Listen, Barbie, Toto here isn’t going to pee in my truck, is she?”

“My name is Josephina. This is Boo. And she is male, which means he’s predisposed to making public statements whenever he feels his masculinity threatened.” She eyed his truck again and smiled.
         

Brett looked down at the tiny dog covered in white fluff that was teased, sculpted, and pinned back with a pink bow. Two wet black eyes looked up at him and Brett actually pitied the fuzzball. Until it leaped over the center console, made himself at home in Brett’s seat, and started gnawing on the steering wheel.

His mistress, on the other hand, climbed into the passenger seat, while Brett took a minute to admire the view before hoisting her clubs to toss them into the back.

“Wait,” she said, grabbing at the strap.

“It won’t fit. Besides, already got my own set, Jo. Nicer than,” he looked at the label and mumbled, “those Stone clubs.”

“Josephina,” she corrected. “And how do I know those aren’t from your last victim?”

“Same way I don’t know if you used those clubs to emasculate Rat Bastard.”

She nibbled her lower lip for a long minute and then let go of the bag. But not before she snagged one first—a nine-iron.

“Good girl. Now promise me you don’t have him locked in that trunk of yours.”

This time she smiled—and man, what a smile. Who knew that a smiling blonde wielding golf clubs could mess with his mind like that?

Clearing his throat, he tossed her bag, sans the nine-iron, in the back and climbed behind the wheel, looking to see if he managed to crush her dog in the process. No such luck. Boo sat happily on her lap, tail wagging as she stroked his head. Lucky dog.
         

“What’s that for?” Brett nodded to the nine-iron, clenched in her hand like a billy club. “We already established you know of my commercials and I have the sheriff’s support.”

“I never got to call, remember? Plus, you’re male, which means 50 percent of what comes out of your mouth is a lie. I’m not taking any chances.”


	

    
	
		Chapter 3


Don’t cry don’t cry don’t cry.
         

“Hey, you okay?”

Josephina’s eyes flew open and landed on the infuriating golf pro—oh, she knew exactly who Brett McGraw was. She’d thought he’d drop her off, she’d say thank you, and he’d leave. Unfortunately, he felt the need to see her safely inside.

Only they weren’t inside. He was squatting in front of her, looking concerned, while she sat in the middle of Fairchild House’s crumbling walkway with her head jammed between her knees, breathing like a woman in labor.

Okay, maybe she was breathing hard because she found herself eye level with his I-hit-a-thousand-golf-balls-a-day pecs and I-don’t-use-a-caddy abs. Even the scruff on his face added to the whole sexy cowboy image.

“I don’t know,” she whispered, her eyes going back to what was supposed to be her do-over, just as it had been for her great-aunt when her fiancé died in a blaze of D-Day glory.

One look at the dilapidated old boardinghouse and she saw not one sign of paradise.

Instead, there sat waist-high mustard weed, an impressive collection of washing machines—no dryers—a rusted-out tractor and…was that an outhouse?

Good God, what had she been thinking?

She hadn’t, she admitted. She’d been caught up in the lemon meringue memories of a little girl that had never wilted—but the house certainly had. Transforming the peeling paint, ramshackle porch, and what appeared to be a small posse of opossums burrowing in the heating duct into a boutique inn specializing in five-star luxury, highly personalized elegance, and southern hospitality for the city dweller was far beyond her bank account’s capacity.
         

“Jo?” He placed his hand on her back and—great, vibes. The kind that started in the belly and if nurtured would quickly move lower.

She was homeless, carless, phoneless, fiancéless, and unwillingly attracted to a man who was too smooth, too pretty, and smelled like sex.

Josephina Harrington didn’t do sex. Not anymore. Post-lingerie-landing debacle, she had decided to give up on the penis-carrying members of society indefinitely. Unless they wore a tool belt and knew something about indoor plumbing.

“I’ll take that scowl as a, ‘Why yes, Brett. I’m just fine. Thanks for asking.’” Brett rose to his feet, extending a hand and a slow, sexy smile that had the ability to melt panties off women everywhere.

“You know what?” Ignoring his hand, and that smile, she pushed to her feet, making her way up the porch to peer in the window. “I’m fine.”

Fairchild House might be one strong breeze away from falling apart, but at least it wasn’t hiding anything. Josephina bounced on her toes, trying to get a better look inside. All she could see was sheet-covered furniture and cobwebs. Lots of cobwebs.

“Really? ’Cuz you look a little pale.”

“I’m fine,” she said reassuringly, wanting to punch him but settling on searching the front porch for the table with the key, which was where Letty hid it. If she found the key, Brett could leave and she could settle in for a good cry.

“I have a headache.” She briefly eyed him. “Probably from the music. All that twang made my ears bleed.” She went around one side of the wraparound porch. No table. “Or maybe the cologne. It’s a bit strong.” The other side. Nope again. “Maybe a combo.” She stopped by the front door, Boo slamming into her ankle with a yip. “Where the hell is that key?”

Josephina realized she was about to cry and spun to look out at the scenery. She needed a distraction, and an oak tree surrounded by rusty appliances seemed about as good as it was going to get. Her aunt Letty’s hollow promises somehow hurt worse than Wilson’s betrayal. Any hope of reconnecting with that something she’d lost faded about as quickly as the girl who’d snorted when she laughed, baked cookies in sneakers and pearls, and woke up every morning loving her life.
         

She had been looking to renovate Fairchild House as a way of getting back to that magical place—rediscovering her inner awesomeness. Too bad she was so busy looking she didn’t see what was really in front of her: a condemned life with a rodent problem.

Swallowing back panic, she looked at the money-pit in front of her and considered doing something irrational. Like setting Wilson’s car on fire. Then demanding that her parents explain how they forgot to tell her that her fiancé accidentally slipped and fell into bed with another woman, so they could call her overdramatic and somehow blame her for the failed nuptials.

A small little whimper sounded, followed by a wet tongue laved at her ankle. Apparently Boo was panicked, too. She didn’t blame him. She had ripped him out of his plush Manhattan high-rise and forced him to drive cross-country, only to find out that home was a two-story litter box.

But it was her two-story litter box. More important, it was eight hundred miles from Manhattan. Eight hundred miles from friends calling to say that Wilson was a jerk; that they never liked Babette; which meant they knew about Babette. Even Mr. Wang’s delivery guy had known, which made her idiot numero uno.
         

Made—past tense.

She straightened her shoulders. “You guys get takeout way out here?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Good,” she said, ignoring the “ma’am” and making her way down the front steps.

Rounding the passenger-side door, she extracted the nine-iron from inside and went back up to face the window to the right of the front door, club swinging dangerously.

“Hold up, sugar,” Brett said, snagging the club a second before impact.

“Give it back.”

“You’re thinking too much like a city girl.” Brett raised the nine-iron above his head, palming hers like a basketball and holding her immobile when she began jumping up to steal her makeshift house key back.

With one last, failed attempt, she settled on slanting him a really hard look. “It would’ve gotten me in.”

“Along with every mosquito and critter in the county.” Damn. She hadn’t thought of that. “Seems to me, you need someone to show you how things are done here in the South.”
         

“Oh, and let me guess. You’re just the man to show me.”

“All right, I’ll show you, since I hate to hear a lady beg. But my expertise doesn’t come cheap.”

“I am not sleeping with you.”

“Sugar, sleeping is the last thing we’d be doing.” He slid her a wink. “But seeing as I barely know you, and I’m not that kind of guy, I’ll grant you one kiss.”
         

Josephina looked at the door and knew she was going to cave. Because if a kiss was the only thing standing between her and getting inside that house, then she’d pucker up and take it like a woman. She wasn’t sure what was on the other side of that door, didn’t even know what to expect, except that if she failed to get inside, this moment would mirror the last fifteen years of her life. And she was tired of failing.

“Fine. Get me that key and I will give you a kiss guaranteed to rock your hillbilly world.”

Big words for a woman who had rocked the world of exactly zero men in her life. Whereas Mr. McGraw was not only reported to leave members of her sex panting his name in ecstasy, he had a video with fifteen million downloads to prove it.

Grinning, Brett reached around her, grabbed the knob of the door, twisted, and there, sitting on the entry table, dangling from a life-sized bust of Kenny Rogers, was the house key.

“Kenny Rogers?”

“Letty loved her some gambler,” she mumbled, staring at the key, and purposely averting her eyes from the white envelope with her name on it. “And who puts a key inside an unlocked house?”

“Better than putting a key inside a locked house,” Brett said, walking closer, each click of his boots on the wood porch making her quiver. He deliberately invaded her space, forcing her to step backward, until she came flush with the door frame.

“You keep forgetting, you aren’t in New York anymore, Jo,” he drawled, purposely dragging out the O. “Round here people respect their neighbors.”

“Josephina,” she clarified, swallowing hard when he slid an arm around her lower back, his fingers grazing the skin at the waistband of her skirt.

 Finally he whispered, “Now about that kiss.”

Yes, that kiss, she thought, her eyes sliding shut. If this was the southern way of respecting one’s neighbor, then she might legally change her name to Joie-Beth-Marie and get herself some big hair and a gun rack, because his lips looked amazing.
         

Scratch that. Was she seriously considering kissing a stranger just three weeks after ending a four-year relationship? Nope. Definitely not. Even if the only recent tears she’d shed had been over a bruised ego, Josephina Harrington did not go around locking lips with random guys.

“Yes, about that kiss,” she whispered, resting her palms on his incredible pecs and pressing him back against the other side of the door frame. “You have to close your eyes if you want to see the fireworks.”

Brett’s eyes went heavy, the side of his mouth hitching up into a crooked grin, but he followed orders. Making sure his eyes were shut tight, she bent down and picked up Boo, who delivered a hot, wet, doggie kiss guaranteed to rock his world.

“What the…” Brett spat.

Boo growled.

Josephina made her way back down to the truck, giggling to herself the whole way. Ignoring the two males glaring at each other on the porch, she pulled a suitcase out of the truck. Then another.

After making a big show out of wiping off his mouth with the back of his hand, Brett stormed after her. “What in the hell was that?”

Boo, equally offended, snapped at his heels the entire way, barking him out.

“Come on, you didn’t really expect me to kiss a complete stranger?” He looked dumbfounded, as though he’d expected just that. “I don’t know what kind of women you’ve been dating.” His right eye twitched at her comment. “But where I’m from, a kiss usually follows dinner and a night of dancing under the stars.”

“Under the stars, huh?”

He was making fun of her for sounding like some naive schoolgirl. A reaction she was used to. But for some reason, this time, it made her smile.

“Yup, the stars and the moon and the city lights.”

“Okay.” Leaning forward, he rested his forearms on the bed of the truck. “How about dinner then? You, me, and a million fireflies?”

“You want to go on a date? With me?”

“A date? Why, Jo, I’d love to.”

“Sorry, I don’t date bald guys.”

“Oh, for God’s sake.”

Tearing off his hat, he smacked it across his thigh. Boo barked hostilely. Josephina rolled her eyes at the pathetic display of bruised egos and—

Sweet mother of God. Her mouth went dry. Which was the exact opposite of what was going on in her panties.
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