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New York Times bestselling author Carly Phillips tossed away her legal briefs and a career as an attorney to become a stay-at-home mom. Within the year, she turned her love of reading into an obsession with writing. More than thirty published novels later, Carly writes sexy contemporary small-town romances, striking a balance between entertainment and emotion, and giving her readers the compelling stories they have come to expect and enjoy. She lives in Purchase, New York, with her husband, two daughters, and their dogs: Bailey, a soft-coated wheaten terrier, and Brady, a Havanese, who act like additional children. Visit Carly at www.carlyphillips.com or catch up with her at facebook.com/CarlyPhillipsfanpage or follow her on Twitter @carlyphillips
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Raves for the novels of Carly Phillips:


‘[An] entertaining and sexy romance… [A] fun and romantic summer read…Will please readers with its mischievous characters, red-hot passionate encounters, and spirited plot’ Publishers Weekly


‘Fast-moving and sexy… Her many readers will clamor for this’ Booklist

‘This sassy, sexy story with a rapid-fire pace…will send readers looking for the rest’ Library Journal

‘Fast-paced and fabulously fun, Carly Phillips entertains with witty dialogue and delightful characters’ Rachel Gibson, New York Times bestselling author


‘On a scale of one to five: a high five for fun, ease of reading, and sex - actually I would’ve given it a six for sex if I could have’ Kelly Ripa


‘This is one of Phillips’ best, a lighthearted, fast-moving plot filled with her signature quirky characters. The book also shows depth of heart, outlining some of the life choices we make that perhaps could use a second look. Great fun with a bit of insight tucked in – fans will be clamoring for this one! HOT!’ Romantic Times 4½ Stars

‘Once again Carly Phillips has done it. She knows how to combine suspense, romance, and comedy. Loved it’ Night Owl Reviews


‘An entertaining read from start to finish that fans of Ms. Phillips, both new and old, are sure to enjoy’ Joyfully Reviewed


‘Carly Phillips’ characters are always believable, and I think that’s what makes her books keepers… The only issue a Phillips fan will have is leaving these wonderful characters’ Fresh Fiction

‘A funny, sexy story with exactly the right mix of sass and heart’ Susan Mallery, New York Times bestselling author






 

Faith Harrington was the classic girl of privilege – until her father was convicted of running a Ponzi scheme and then her marriage crashed and burned.

Now Faith is back in her hometown, hoping for a fresh start. But her father’s betrayal has rocked Serendipity – and not everyone is ready to welcome her with open arms. Then she runs into her teenage crush – the dark, brooding Ethan Barron. Ethan, no stranger to scandal himself, never imagined he’d own the mansion on the hill, much less ever again come face-to-face with Faith – the princess he once kissed senseless. The chance meeting reignites the electric charge between them.

Still, when Ethan hires her to redecorate what was once her childhood home, Faith is sure that getting involved with the town’s notorious bad boy will lead only to trouble. But her heart has other ideas. And so do the townspeople of Serendipity. . .





In loving memory of Buddy, 
my beloved wheaten and my best boy, 
who taught me about unconditional love 
and was there for me in good times and bad. 
You are missed, Buddy boy. 
More than you’ll ever know.
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Change is never easy but it’s the people you surround yourself with that make it bearable. To the Plotmonkeys, Julie Leto, Leslie Kelly, and Janelle Denison (especially Janelle, who read and reread every word in this story more than a gazillion times), your friendship and support mean the world to me. And to Shannon Short, whose wisdom and insight I rely on daily . . . make that hourly. Thank you all for believing in me always. It goes both ways, it really truly does.

To Kim Witherspoon and David Forrer—the people who say agents put their own interests before those of their authors don’t know you. Luckily for me, I do. Thank you for looking to the future when it would have been much easier to remain complacent. It’s been an interesting journey. I hope it goes on and on! And to Leslie Gelbman and Cindy Hwang, thank you for having faith in Serendipity and in me!




One

Ethan Barron sped down Main Street in his hometown of Serendipity, New York, with one thought only. You can’t outrun your past. He ought to know. He’d tried hard enough.

He was still trying, if buying the old Harrington estate under a corporate name counted. But he had his reasons. It was one thing to let his brothers know he’d returned. He didn’t mind allowing the rest of the town time to squirm, wondering who’d purchased the town landmark from the SEC auction block. Ethan hoped the fate of the previous owner wasn’t a bad omen for him. He’d like the next phase of his life in Serendipity to be better than the last.

Ten years after taking off, he was back to face his past and make amends, if such a thing was possible. So far, his younger brothers weren’t interested in any family reunion he had to offer. His recklessness had destroyed their lives, and he’d compounded his mistakes by leaving town—and leaving them to social services. They weren’t ready to forgive.

Understandable.

He was still working on forgiving himself.

Nash and Dare were adults now, but Ethan owed them and he intended to prove they could count on him for the duration. Hopefully then they’d come around. And he’d be waiting, no matter how tough the road or how long it took. Buying the most prominent house in town was his first step. Evidence that he’d made something of himself and proof he was putting down roots, no longer the selfish ass who’d caused more trouble than he cared to remember.

As he approached the turn to the house he’d only been living in for three weeks, he noticed a woman standing on the grass beside the long driveway. He turned and slowed to a stop, then climbed out of his Jaguar, another concession to his success.

He walked toward his visitor, taking her in at a glance. The woman had shoulder-length blond hair and, even in the heat of summer, wore a dark pair of denim jeans and a collarless but clearly expensive jacket. Hearing his approach, she turned toward him, her eyes shaded by large black sunglasses masking her face. He didn’t recognize her and yet a flicker of something he couldn’t name passed through him.

“Anything I can do for you?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No. I was just taking a walk.” Her soft voice touched a memory deep inside him, but it was gone just as quickly.

“Well, this is private property.” He cocked his head toward the main road, hoping she’d take the hint.

He wasn’t in the mood for small talk with strangers. Although this well-put-together female definitely sparked his interest, he wasn’t here for anything but family and setting the past right. No distractions. Not even sexy overdressed ones. In his experience, those kinds of women were the most dangerous.

She lifted her glasses and her golden eyes seared him straight through to his soul as she held his gaze for a long, deliberate moment. Like she was judging him.

“Yep. Still an arrogant ass,” she muttered, her previously mellow voice now pissed off and angry.

Familiar.

She slipped the sunglasses back in place, squared her shoulders, and headed down the road, turning her back on him just as he’d intended.

“Wait,” he called after her, the word coming out like a direct order.

“I’m not your damned yo-yo,” she tossed back over her shoulder and kept walking.

But he couldn’t let her go. “I said wait.” He took a quick jog to catch up with her and grabbed her arm.

“What?” she snapped at him, and jerked her arm back, annoyed.

He inclined his head, unsure what had come over him. “Do I know you?” he asked, the answer niggling somewhere in the deep recesses of his mind.

“You tell me.” She lifted her glasses, this time perching them on top of her head, giving him a full view of her face and features for the first time.

Soft creamy skin with a hint of freckles, golden-brown eyes, and a perfect nose. Her pulse beat hard at the base of her throat, giving life to the memory that had been hovering just out of reach. Another hot steamy day, him on his motorcycle, her in her cheerleading outfit, walking from school to the house he now called home.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” he muttered as more memories slammed into him.

He’d offered her a ride home that day. No one had been more shocked than him when she’d taken it. Instead of driving up the hill, he’d taken her behind an abandoned building in town and kissed her senseless. He’d wanted more. She’d rejected him.

He was right. He couldn’t outrun his past.

“So you do remember,” she said, her tone clearly challenging him.

He inclined his head. “The princess from the mansion on the hill,” he mused out loud.

She placed one hand on her hip. “What does that make you as the new owner? Prince Charming?”

So word had gotten out after all. He should probably thank his housekeeper, Rosalita, for that. She’d come with the house, needed the job, and didn’t like him at all. She provided him with all the gossip he didn’t want to know about the town of Serendipity and its inhabitants. She talked nonstop while she worked. Of course she’d tell the prior owner’s daughter who had bought their home.

“Well?” his trespasser asked, drawing him back to the present.

Ethan grinned. He liked her spunk and couldn’t help but laugh. “I don’t remember you being a wiseass.”

She raised a delicate eyebrow. “Maybe that’s because you didn’t know me all that well,” she said in the haughty tone he remembered.

“And whose fault was that?” He deliberately baited her, the memory of her rejection surprisingly strong after all these years.

Awareness and definite remembrance flickered in her gaze. He was struck by how those amber eyes still provided an open window to her soul. When he was younger, he’d been captivated, mesmerized by how pure and untouched she appeared compared to the girls he normally hung around with. Girls with a harder edge, willing to give it up to anyone but especially to him because he had a reputation for being bad and had no problem living up to it.

She’d been different. Special. Another reason her rejection had stung so badly.


Looks like I’m facing another unresolved piece of my past, he thought, disgusted with himself for still caring. Although to be fair, she’d only been sixteen and a good girl at that. No way would she have put out for anyone, let alone him.

She shifted on her high-heeled sandals.

Uncomfortable or restless to leave? Ethan chose the former. He’d like to think he’d gotten to her—the same way she’d gotten to him. Inside his skin just as she had way back when.

She flipped her glasses back onto her face. “Okay, I think we’re finished reminiscing. You go home to your place.” She gestured up the hill. “I’ll go back to mine.”

“And where would that be?” All he knew of her family now was that her father was in jail, and her mother lived on the other side of town, a comedown for a woman with her attitude and former wealth.

He hadn’t known the princess was back here at all. Apparently Rosalita had chosen to omit that bit of information.

“I’m renting a place over Joe’s on Main.” She tossed her hair in a way that indicated her new digs were no big deal.

He knew better. Joe’s was the local bar where guys like Ethan used to hang out. But he knew not to pity her. “Interesting,” he said instead.

“What is?” She pursed her glossed lips.

Definitely not a deliberate move but seductive nonetheless, and he longed for a hot, wet taste. Wondered what might have been if she’d given in to temptation all those years ago.

But this was now and her question still hovered between them. “It’s interesting how the mighty have fallen.” No pity, just truthfulness, he thought and held her gaze, not backing down.

She raised her chin a notch. “Like I said, you don’t know me at all.”

“Then fill me in.”

She exhaled a puff of air and paused. Probably trying to decide how much to reveal, a feeling he understood too well.

“I came back for a fresh start,” she said at last. “I’ll be opening an interior design business in town. What about you?”

He shrugged. Easy enough question. “I own a weapons software development company.”

Her mouth opened then closed again.

“Nope, didn’t end up in jail after all,” he said, catching the shock that had registered on her face.

“I didn’t think—”

He folded his arms across his chest. “Yeah, you did.”

The first hint of a smile pulled at her lips. “Okay, so maybe I would have thought that, but you buying this house gave me a clue you’d turned things around.”

A hint of admiration touched her voice, and though he appreciated the sentiment, he didn’t deserve it. He’d still screwed up a lot of people’s lives. But recent years had been better. He’d gone to college on the army’s dime and put his affinity for computer simulation gaming to good use. After two tours of duty overseas, he’d ended up working at a military base stateside in the management information system department doing software-related work and dabbling in his own development work on the side.

On graduation, he’d taken a job with Lockheed but had chafed under their restrictions. He turned independent contractor, picked up a few contracts that enabled him to support himself, and within a few years he’d perfected a system that revolutionized the capabilities of the country’s next proposed fleet of military jets. He sold his system to the government, netting him a small fortune and enabling him to buy her old house.

None of which she’d care about. “And what were you doing here?” he asked, moving the subject away from himself.

They both knew he meant the land, the property, and specifically, her old home.

She swallowed hard. He had no doubt the subject was a painful one. “I came to look,” she admitted. “To remember.”

He nodded, understanding. Her family’s fall from grace couldn’t be easy for her, yet she’d come back.

Maybe they had common ground after all, he thought,  finding a more than grudging respect for this woman and her strength. She was right. He hadn’t known her then. Didn’t know her now either, but suddenly he wouldn’t mind rectifying that fact. If he had the time or energy to invest in someone who wasn’t family-related.

He didn’t.

“Look, I really need to get going,” she said. “The heat’s killing me. I only meant to take a short walk through town. Next thing I knew I ended up here.”

As if on cue at the mention of the sweltering weather, he caught the bead of sweat trickling down her throat, her chest, disappearing between swells of her breasts, visible beneath the silk top she wore under her jacket.

He swallowed a groan. She was dangerous, all right. But he couldn’t let her walk back in those ridiculous shoes, and she’d overheat in the damned clothes. “Come on. I’ll give you a ride back to town.”

She shook her head. “I appreciate it, but—”

“It’s hot as hell and I’d bet my last dollar your feet are killing you. So come on.” He waited a deliberate beat. “Unless you’re afraid to be alone with me, princess?”

Her breath caught in her throat and a slow but knowing smile tilted her lips. “You know I’m not.”

That quickly, they were back ten years and he was daring her to climb on his bike. And she had. She’d been afraid of him and he knew it, but she’d accepted the challenge and he’d never felt anything like it.

He wanted to experience that same rush again. Wanted to feel her arms wrapped around him, her body pressed against his, trusting him to keep her safe. But most of all he wanted to feel her fingernails digging into his skin—and not because they were riding a motorcycle. He remembered thinking that if the bike had gotten her that worked up, he could only imagine what she’d be like during sex. He’d wondered if she’d scream when he pounded into her and made her come. Hell, he’d been so hard for her on the ride, he’d barely been able to  see straight to drive. He’d tried to ease the ache she’d caused. And of course she’d turned him down for that.

He couldn’t deny she affected him still.

He turned toward the car before she could notice. “Come on and I’ll drive you home.”

“One question first.”

He gritted his teeth and glanced over his shoulder. “What?”

“Do you even remember my name? Or am I still just that spoiled princess to you?”

Oh, he remembered. He just liked “princess” better. But from the determined look on her face, his answer mattered.

As if he’d forget. He’d taken a philosophy class his senior year in high school. The perky cheerleader had also been in that class, one of the few sophomores there. They’d been given an assignment to explore the meaning behind their names. For once, he hadn’t cut class and he’d been there the day she’d had to discuss hers. Her name had everything to do with unquestioning belief and complete trust. Something that no one had ever had in him. Ironically, he couldn’t remember what the hell his name meant, but he recalled hers.

“Well?” She tapped her foot impatiently.

He shook his head and let out a groan. “Get in the car . . . Faith.”

Faith Harrington bit down on the inside of her cheek. So Ethan remembered her name. Damn it. She had been looking for an excuse not to take the ride. Any reason to avoid being in an enclosed space with a man who was too sexy for words. If his bad-boy persona had awed her as a teen, this new-and-improved adult version—too long jet black hair and all—took her breath away. Not that she’d let him know. Faith was finished letting any man have the upper hand.

But she’d take the ride. Her feet ached in her heels and were probably swollen from her unexpected walk. She’d avoided her childhood home since her return to town a few  weeks ago, but she’d been drawn back today. For what, she didn’t know. Maybe she thought she’d try to see how she’d missed the signs that the father she’d adored had been another person entirely? A Bernie Madoff in disguise. He’d bankrupted the rich and the working class alike.

He’d duped everyone he came into contact with. Including his daughter.

His betrayal had ripped a hole in Faith’s heart the size of New York State—then her ex-husband had driven a Mack truck right through it, destroying everything that was left. She was free now and had been for the last six months, from her father whom she’d disowned and from Carter Moreland whom she’d divorced. She wanted nothing to do with either one. Instead, she’d returned home to figure out who in the world Faith Harrington really was.

She blinked into the afternoon sun. Ethan still waited, reminding her that apparently she was a woman who found the onetime rebel an extremely sexy, desirable man.

Uh-oh.

She lifted her chin a notch and strode past him, heading for the car. He beat her there, opening the passenger door for her to get inside. She made the mistake of glancing into his heated gaze, disarmed by the banked desire she saw there, and blinked in shock.

“Don’t look so surprised,” he said, misunderstanding her reaction. “I picked up some manners since you saw me last.”

She couldn’t help but smile. “As I recall you had good manners back then too.” When he’d taken her home, he’d helped her off the back of the bike, ignoring her mother’s disdainful glare.

Ethan shook his head. “I’m sure my mother would have been happy to hear that,” he said wryly.

But she caught the hint of sadness in his tone and she couldn’t let the moment pass. “I’m sorry about what happened to your parents. It was an awful tragedy and a senseless accident.” One that had rocked the entire town.

Until today, she hadn’t known what had happened to the oldest brother. She couldn’t deny she was glad to see he was back and in one piece. Even if he was now the owner of her childhood home.

“Thank you.” A muscle ticked in his jaw. “But they shouldn’t have been on the road that night at all.” He shifted uncomfortably and cleared his throat. “You getting in?” he asked, annoyance in his tone as he gestured inside.

She recognized a subject change when she heard one and slipped into the sports car. The sleek black Jag with its deep red interior suited him. Big and imposing, dark and brooding, at the same time.

He slammed her door, walked around to the driver’s side, and joined her, placing his sunglasses on his face and turning on the ignition. The air conditioner hit her full force and she let out an involuntary moan of relief. She didn’t know what had possessed her to walk here on a scorching ninety-degree August day.

He raised his sunglasses for a brief moment, a knowing smile lifting his sexy lips. “Hot?” he asked.

She couldn’t mistake the dual implication or the amusement in his rich brown eyes.

“Very,” she said, knowing her words were a distinct tease yet unable to control the banter that seemed to come too easily with him.

He shook his head, slid his glasses back onto the bridge of his nose, and pulled the car onto Main Street. He drove confidently with one hand on the wheel, the other on the stick. She couldn’t tear her gaze from his big, strong hand cupping the shift.

“You can drop me off outside Cuppa Café,” she said in a voice she barely recognized. She pointed to the coffee shop on Main.

“Suit yourself.” He eased the car into the open spot in front of the store, idling the engine.

She turned to face him. “Thanks for the ride.”

He slid an arm over the back of her seat. “My pleasure, princess.”

“Not anymore,” she muttered under her breath. Because what he’d said earlier, about how the mighty have fallen? He was right. In more ways than he could possibly imagine.

“I guess I’ll be seeing you around.” She reached for the door handle and climbed out of the car.

She headed into the coffee shop, needing space and air that didn’t include Ethan’s musky scent and the sensual awareness he inspired. Ten years ago, he’d tried to steal more than a kiss, making her desire things she’d had no business yearning for at sixteen. Making her want him in a way that surpassed anything in her previous experience. Little did he know that his kiss had meant everything to her—even as she’d known she’d been just another girl he’d tried to add to his list of conquests.

But that was then. Now she was an adult, fully aware of the meaning of her body’s response to him. But she was also at a crossroads and would be better off focusing on figuring out who she was before she got involved with any man. Especially one who made her feel . . . so very much.




Two

Faith had one mantra in life that hadn’t changed: The perfect latte made getting through any day easier. Today, however, she ordered it frozen, grateful the person behind the counter wasn’t someone she knew or recognized. She needed to cool down not just from the warm temperature outside but from the heat inside her body too, courtesy of Ethan.

She was glad not to have to deal with one of the many variations of greeting she’d received since moving back to Serendipity: welcomed, scorned, hugged, or ridiculed, depending on how she’d known the person in her past life and whether or not her father had violated their trust in some way.

Faith picked up her frozen drink and settled into a small table in the back to wait for Kate Andrews, her best friend since kindergarten. Kate was the only person Faith had kept in touch with when she’d left for college, through her more isolated married days, till now. And Kate was the one person Faith trusted in a world that had proven unworthy.

Faith was halfway through her drink when Kate rushed in harried as usual but predictably upbeat and bubbly. “Sorry I’m late. I had a dentist appointment that ran longer than I planned.”

Faith laughed. “Your appointments always run over.” And Kate never learned to budget for extra time.

Kate grinned. “And you love me anyway.”

“You know I do.” Faith felt herself relax for the first time since her run-in with Ethan.

“Well, the feeling’s mutual,” Kate said, then turned, her auburn ponytail flipping around with her. “Hello?” She waved at the woman behind the counter, trying to get her attention.

“Hang on!” the woman, a different person from the one who’d waited on Faith, yelled back.

Faith recognized Elisabetta Gardelli from high school. Elisabetta, known as Lissa, was one year older and one of the local town kids who’d hated the rich girls, like Kate and Faith.

“What are you doing?” Faith asked.

“Hang on a sec.” Kate waited for Lissa to look over before yelling back once more. “I’ll have the usual, please!”

“Are you kidding me? You have to go up to the counter and order,” Faith said.

“Coming right up!” came Lissa’s surprising reply.

Kate swiveled back around in her seat, a smug look on her face. “Waiting in line is how it works in a Manhattan coffee joint. Here, you just have to know someone. And when you never leave this burg, you know everyone.”

Faith glanced at Kate’s grin. “Fine. I stand corrected.”

Unlike Faith, who had gone to New York City and lived away from home, Kate had opted to stay home. Despite her family’s ability to pay for her to go away to college, Kate liked it here. She’d attended a local university where she received her teaching degree and master’s. Typical small-town-girl story. The only thing missing was the husband, but Kate  claimed she just hadn’t met the right man, and unless someone new moved to Serendipity, she was in trouble on that score.

“So, Lissa doesn’t mind serving you like that?” Faith asked.

The other woman shook her head. “I guess we all grew up.”

Faith took the last sip of her frozen drink. “Good to know.” Maybe there was hope for Faith’s relationships here, but considering how her parents had treated people even before her father’s fall from grace, she doubted it.

“Coffee for Your Highness!” Lissa said, interrupting them with a good-natured laugh as she placed a tall cup in front of Kate.

Kate handed the other woman a ten-dollar bill. “Want another one, Faith?”

She shook her empty cup. “Sure. But I’ll have a hot one this time.”

Lissa’s expression turned frosty. “Then get in line with the rest of the working people, hon. Now that you’re one of us, I mean.” She turned her back on Faith and sashayed her way to the counter.

Faith’s stomach cramped at the latest humiliation, so sorry Kate had to witness it.

“No way will I let her get away with that crap!” Kate, face flushed red, rose from her seat.

Faith grabbed her friend by the arm, stopping her. She didn’t want or need Kate fighting her battles. Besides, she knew it would take time for the people in town to realize she was nothing like her father or mother and accept Faith as one of them.

“It’s okay. Lissa’s not the only one with a chip on her shoulder. I’m getting used to some people snubbing me.” Faith couldn’t deny the mean-girl treatment at this stage of her life hurt, but she’d manage to get through it and would come out the other side. What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger and all that, Faith thought.

Kate’s green eyes sparked with anger. “I come from your side of town, and Lissa and I have made peace over the years. I mean I’ve tutored her daughter. She can’t treat you like that!”

“She can,” Faith said firmly. “Until she gets to know me the way she knows you, she’s going to take perverse pleasure in how my life has turned out. And believe me, she won’t be the only one. I appreciate the pit bull defense, but I can handle it.”

“Well, I can’t.” Without giving Faith a chance to object, Kate jumped up and headed behind the counter to talk to Lissa.

Faith groaned. How could she get her friend to understand that she’d expected Lissa’s kind of treatment when she’d returned to Serendipity? She’d just have to earn their respect.

Trouble was, she was still trying to respect herself. Not for being blindsided by her father. She hadn’t been alone in that. But for believing in him so deeply she’d allowed him to lead her into a marriage and a life that benefited no one but Martin Harrington and her ex-husband, Carter Moreland. Instead of searching for her independence like most girls in their early twenties, Faith had looked for the same security she’d had growing up. So when her father had introduced her to the smooth-talking Carter Moreland, Esquire, the summer after her college graduation, she’d been swept into his world. A familiar world she’d accepted without stopping to think whether or not the dinner parties and charitable works Carter encouraged her to participate in fulfilled her.

Thanks to Faith and Carter’s union, Faith’s father took over the investments for Carter’s co-workers, while Carter gained entry into a world far wealthier than he’d ever imagined. By the time Faith’s father’s crimes came to light, Carter was already firmly entrenched as legal counsel to the upper crust. Faith was merely an accessory, trapped in a situation she felt powerless to change or escape.

To add insult to injury, the same day she’d discovered the accusations against her father were true, she’d caught Carter screwing his paralegal. He hadn’t even pulled up his pants long enough to look her in the eye and inform her she could accept it or leave. He’d already gotten what he needed from their marriage. It didn’t take a genius to figure out this hadn’t been the first time he’d cheated or that her father’s disgrace had merely given Carter license to not hide his affairs.

In that one unbelievable night, Faith had lost the life she’d known and the security she thought she’d still have because her asshole husband had already buried his assets. Somehow his law firm, which had enabled them to live in a penthouse with furnishings that rivaled the house on the hill, suddenly showed a loss. The bastard had sat across the table from her, looked her in the eye, and claimed he was broke. Nothing to be had or shared, and he’d sold the penthouse to cover their debts to prove it.

Fortunately her father had informed her that Carter knew more about Martin Harrington’s business dealings than Carter would want the world to know. And he had proof. So Faith had asked the lawyers to leave the room and presented her soon-to-be ex with a quid pro quo. Her silence for a fair settlement. Faith hated dirtying her hands with blackmail, but her very survival had been at stake. She’d come away with enough money to keep her in Manolo shoes if she wanted. She didn’t. Faith wanted only to use enough to subsidize her new beginning. The rest she’d put aside for a rainy day. Because Faith Harrington intended to make it on her own in the only town she’d ever truly called home.

And Ethan was living not just in town but in her old house. The only solace she found in that particular irony was the fact that Ethan’s life hadn’t been easy either.

She still couldn’t believe he was back. The only contact Faith had had with him after that incredible bike ride had been when she’d pass him in the hall at school. He’d lock that arrogant gaze on her, the corner of his sexy mouth tipping  upward in a knowing grin. Remembering, her stomach did that crazy flip again now, reminding her she hadn’t felt anything like it since.

Until today.

Kate returned, slamming her covered coffee down on the table, pushing another tall cup toward Faith.

“Successful?” Faith asked, trying to keep the sarcasm from her voice. She knew better.

“Lissa knows how I feel about her attitude. Which sucks, by the way. She’s just bitter because her husband ran off with a wealthier, younger woman.”

Faith opened her eyes wide. “Well, I know how being cheated on feels.”

Kate cringed. “I’m sorry.”

Faith waved away her apology. “How about we just change the subject?”

“Gladly,” Kate said. “Are reporters still hounding you for your story?” She propped one elbow on the table.

Faith exhaled hard. Ever since her father’s arrest, reporters had bombarded her with requests for an interview. They wanted any tidbit of information or understanding they could get into Martin Harrington’s mind and business. Faith’s story was worth a huge chunk of change, but she wasn’t telling it. Her father might not have taken the high road, but Faith would.

“I changed my cell phone number and I’m unlisted here in Serendipity. That should keep them away for a while.”

“Glad to hear it,” Kate said vehemently.

Ready for a subject change of an entirely different sort, Faith scooted her chair closer to her friend. “By the way, I have news.”

Kate loved gossip the way Faith loved lattes and she inched nearer. “Tell me.”

Faith wrapped her hands around her empty cup. “The rumors are true. I took a walk past my old house and guess who I ran into?”

“Who?” Kate’s eyes opened wide with curiosity. “The  girls at Babs’s Beauty Salon have been speculating for weeks. They even have a pool going, but the realtor who sold the place signed a confidentiality agreement. All anyone knows is that it was bought under some big corporate name.”

“Ethan,” Faith whispered. And squeezed her plastic cup so hard it cracked in her hand.

“Shut up!”

Faith grinned. “You sound like your students.” Kate taught middle school.

“Seriously? He’s back? How’s he look? What’s he like? Did he remember you?”

“Gorgeous, still brooding, and yes, he remembered me.” Faith’s body tingled at the memory.

“Oh my God!” Kate let out an actual squeal.

“Shh!”

“Okay, sorry.” Kate twirled her long ponytail around one finger, staring at Faith like she knew where her thoughts had gone.

Which of course, she did.

The bike ride.

The kiss.

Ethan’s attempt to go further.

And how much Faith sometimes wished she’d let him.

She shivered, the tingling she was experiencing at the moment as fresh as it had been then, because he was every inch as spectacular.

At sixteen, Faith had shared every last detail of her time with Ethan with her best friend. At twenty-six, she did the same thing, whispering the entire scenario into Kate’s eager ear.

As she spoke, Faith’s stomach did that silly, excited flip that only Ethan had ever caused. Back in high school, the flip had been little and she hadn’t understood the impact of what it meant. Thinking about seeing him again now, she experienced a full body slam of desire that she comprehended completely.

“The last time I heard about him was the summer after graduation,” Kate recalled.

“After he, that Pickler kid, and a bunch of other idiots were arrested for joy riding,” Faith said, nodding. “And then his parents died in that awful car accident the same night.”

“On the way to the police station to bail him out.”

Faith shuddered at the horrific memory and wrapped her arms around herself much as she had then. Because today she’d seen the pain in his eyes and knew he hadn’t forgiven himself for the tragedy.

Faith had been devastated when she’d heard the news, her heart breaking for Ethan and his brothers. Her relationship with her mother might have been rocky. It still was. But she couldn’t imagine losing her parents that young. The judge had taken pity on Ethan and had given him a suspended sentence and a second chance. But he’d disappeared, leaving his siblings behind.

“Do his brothers still live in town?” Faith asked.

“Both Nash and Dare are still here,” Kate confirmed. “They’ve both done well for themselves. And considering they both went to different foster homes on different sides of town, they’re still close.”

“I wonder if they kept in touch with Ethan.”

“No clue.” Kate shrugged.

They lapsed into silence, each alone with their thoughts. “You and Ethan have unfinished business,” Kate said at last.

“That’s the last thing I want in my life right now.” But her toes curled at the prospect.

“But maybe it’s exactly what you need. A way to get you back into the dating scene. Unless Nick Mancini gets you hot and bothered?” Kate raised an eyebrow, shooting Faith an inquiring gaze.

“Why would you think that?” Faith wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “No, my high school boyfriend does not do it for me.” Those sparks had died the day she’d taken a motorcycle ride with Ethan.

And they hadn’t rekindled since her return.

“You said yes to dinner with him next week. Was that so you could let him down gently?” Kate rubbed her cup between her hands as she spoke.

“I said yes to dinner with an old friend. I told him up front I wasn’t ready to get involved with anyone right now. It’s too soon after my divorce.”

“I believe you. I just don’t think he’ll drink the Kool-Aid as easily.”

Faith laughed. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure he knows how things stand.”

“And does Ethan Barron’s return have anything to do with your disinterest in Nick?” Kate prodded, a smile curving her lips.

Faith shook her head. “No! All Nick and I had was a high school thing. As for anyone else, it’s too soon for me to be thinking about getting involved.” She repeated the mantra she’d already told herself.

“Not even a dark, brooding bad boy with the last name of Barron?” Kate teased.

Faith rolled a napkin into a ball and tossed the crumpled paper at her friend. She was sure it didn’t escape Kate’s notice that the question went unanswered.

Faith and Kate walked toward the door.

Kate paused to wave at Lissa before turning back to Faith and pulling her aside. “Did you mean what you said about wanting people to get to know you?” she asked.

“Of course I meant it.”

“Then can I tell you something that I mean in the nicest possible way? With complete love and admiration for my best friend in the whole world?”

Faith’s stomach rolled at the prelude. “Umm, sure. What is it?”

“You could start by fitting in more.”

She narrowed her gaze. “I don’t understand.”

Kate plucked at the sleeve of Faith’s suit jacket. “Ditch the  Chanel.” She fingered the chunky pearls around Faith’s neck. “And the bling. And the heels, unless we’re going out at night to somewhere nice. Not Joe’s. I’m sorry,” she said quickly.

“Don’t be.” Faith closed her eyes and shook her head. “The clothes belonged to Faith Moreland.”

“I know. Faith Harrington preferred—”

“Her cheerleading uniform?” She tried for a laugh.

Kate wasn’t buying. “No. Funky jeans. Denim jackets. Anything she could get past her mother and still like for herself.”

Faith swallowed hard. “I lost myself somewhere,” she admitted.

“But you came back to find her. You told me as much. Otherwise I wouldn’t have said anything, but I know this isn’t you.”

Kate was right. Faith couldn’t expect anyone in town to welcome her if she was presenting herself as someone above them. Someone who thought they were better than the average person. Someone who still lived in the house on the hill.

“Are you mad?” Kate asked.

“Not at you.” Faith pulled her friend into a long hug. She was mad at Faith, the girl she used to be, for allowing herself to change, to become someone she didn’t recognize and no longer liked.

She’d told herself she was coming back to Serendipity to find herself. Apparently she’d have to dig deeper than she’d ever imagined.

 



 



Ethan sat down at his desk, one of the few pieces of furniture he’d purchased and moved into the house right away. That and a bed. Shows where my priorities lie, he thought wryly. He liked the dark wood paneling in this room. Besides, it was the only place in the house without oppressive ornate wallpaper crowding him and making him uncomfortable.

He kicked off his shoes and prepared to look over the government paperwork for upcoming contracts, but he couldn’t concentrate on business. Couldn’t see the papers in front of his face. Couldn’t think or visualize anything except Faith Harrington.

She hadn’t been dressed for summer, no visible skin or body parts for him to drool over, and yet he’d been drawn to her in so many ways he couldn’t begin to count them all. Their brief shared past. The road not taken if she’d just said yes all those years ago. Her unexpected wit. The brief glimpses of a sadness he could relate to. And the sexual attraction that had only grown stronger over time.

Then there was the fact that he was sitting here in her old family home, which was now his empty house. He’d bought the place expecting to feel a strong sense of satisfaction when he’d moved in here. Bad boy made good or some such cliché. Instead, he’d discovered he owned an echoing mansion.

Reminding himself he’d come here for family, he thought about approaching his brothers again. Nash, a lawyer, had purchased a town house on the edge of town; and Dare, a cop, was living with Nash until he finished renovations on an old house he’d bought and was working on in his spare time. His brothers were close; he was the outsider.

Self-imposed and self-created, he knew. Taking a deep breath, he picked up the phone and called Nash at the office—Ethan didn’t have his home number and it was unlisted. He hoped they could meet somewhere on neutral ground. Dinner, maybe.

Luckily, his brother answered the phone himself. “Nash Barron speaking.”

Ethan cleared his throat. “Nash, it’s Ethan.”

“Not interested,” his brother said, ice in his voice.

Ethan gripped the phone harder. “Just give me a chance . . .”

“You had yours ten years ago,” Nash said, and hung up in his ear.

Ethan winced. No way was he calling Dare right now. Maybe tomorrow, when the rejection wasn’t as fresh. He balled up a sheet of paper with old useless notes and tossed it into the trash across from the desk.

He missed.

“Make sure you pick up after yourself,” his housekeeper said, poking her head into the room.

The woman had eyes everywhere.

“And Mr. Ethan, didn’t I tell you to take your shoes off before you come into the house?”

If any of his other employees had spoken to him that way, Ethan would have fired them on the spot. But something about the older woman amused instead of insulted him, and he actually looked forward to their verbal sparring.

“Are you sure you work for me and not the other way around?” he asked her.

She stepped into the office, duster in hand, and began cleaning the mostly empty bookshelves.

“I tol’ you. I have to work here. I need the money and you need me. But that doesn’t mean I have to like you.”

“So you’ve said.” He shrugged, not surprised by her bluntness.

They’d made an agreement on day one. She’d keep his house clean and he’d pay her for her services. She intended to speak her mind, and no, he could not dock her pay when she did.

“I’ll win you over yet, Rosalita.”

She mumbled something in Spanish, and then, “When hell freezes over, Mr. Ethan. You a bad boy.”

“Was a bad boy,” he reminded her for the umpteenth time.

“When are you going to have furniture in this house?” she asked. “Just so many times I can clean the floors and dust.”

“There’s laundry and food shopping too,” he reminded her, not wanting her to grow too complacent.

But she had a point. If he was going to make this place home, it needed to be furnished. Actually it needed to be decorated so the house reflected his taste. Not an empty shell of what the landmark used to be.


I’ll be opening an interior design business in town, Faith had told him. He needed an interior designer and maybe a connection to someone who didn’t hate him quite so much. It seemed that all roads took him back to Faith Harrington.

Luck?

Good fortune?


Serendipity, he thought, shaking his head.

Of course he had no idea if she’d agree to take him on as a client. But at least now he had a legitimate excuse to see her again that had nothing to do with attraction and everything to do with necessity.

Or so he needed to believe.




Three

Living over a bar wasn’t conducive to a good night’s sleep, and Faith woke up exhausted. Thanks to the music playing, she hadn’t fallen asleep until after 1:00 A.M., but when choosing an apartment, she hadn’t had many alternatives. Her only other viable choice would have been moving into her mother’s house, and even the noisy bar was preferable to that. If she could get used to the constant honking of car horns and police sirens in New York City, she could readjust and learn to sleep over the sounds of Joe’s Bar.

After a quick shower, she looked into her closet so she could decide what to wear for the day and found herself surrounded by silk blouses and camisoles, designer-emblazoned jeans, shorts, and skirts, along with high-heeled shoes, most with the telltale red bottoms of Christian Louboutin. She had enough of those expensive babies to make Carrie Bradshaw proud.

But not Faith Harrington.

Not anymore.

She’d grown up with wealthy parents and she hadn’t  wanted for anything from basic necessities to frivolous things she just plain desired. Back in high school she’d dressed like a typical teen, wanting to fit in with her friends. In college, she’d begun to carve out her own style, finding her likes and dislikes. Then she’d met Carter. He’d been a dominating presence and she’d let him lead her, succumbing to his not-so-subtle suggestions on how she should dress and behave as the wife of a powerhouse New York City attorney. She’d been drawn back into dressing to please others. Of course it helped that she’d had her father’s beaming approval as well. And since her college friends had either gone on to graduate school or work, something Carter insisted she didn’t need to do, she’d lost touch with people her own age she liked and really enjoyed.

It wasn’t until after her divorce, when she’d had to decide what to do with her life, that she discovered Faith Moreland had no skills, no likes or dislikes, apart from her husband’s. And it had taken Kate’s prodding for her to face the harder truth. Her divorce wasn’t enough to change who she’d become. Neither was her desire to open her own interior design business. Faith had more work to do. Not just from the inside out but also from the outside in.

Her new business needed clients and Faith needed friends. To acquire either, she had to be approachable. Beginning with how she presented herself. It was embarrassing to admit she had a closet full of clothes she wore but didn’t like. Clothes that put people off and said I’m better than you. Faith might still be figuring out the deeper aspects of who she was, but Kate was right. These clothes weren’t her.
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