
[image: Cover]








[image: Book Title Page]
















[image: CoverImage]





Begin Reading


Table of Contents


A Preview of Along Came Trouble


Newsletters


Copyright Page


In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher is unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.




For my kids.


And my other three “kids” for


unknowingly inspiring Lacy.





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



As always, thank you to my husband, who never tires of bragging about me to everybody he meets. For the two best parents a girl could have, and my sister, also known as my first best friend. To the hardest working agent in the biz, Kristyn Keene. You never lose hope and always tell me what I need to hear. And to super ladies at Grand Central, Lauren Plude and Amy Peirpont. You helped a long-time dream come true. Thank you.









Dear Readers,


Welcome back to Trouble, where the outrageous and unpredictable McDermott family lives. In the last book we watched the oldest of the McDermott brothers, Noah, find his other half in Avery and how they brought balance to each other’s lives.


We also met the yummy, playboy younger brother Chase. The carefree member of the family is content in his ways and has no intention of letting any woman get under his skin. So, of course, I knew just the woman who could bring him down a notch.


Lacy Taylor hasn’t had an easy life. Her struggles have carved a special place in my heart, struggles that derived from experiences in my own life. I knew she needed to have her happy ending. At the same time, she also needs Chase and his own brand of heroism. Even if it isn’t what she thinks she needs.








ONE






THE SECOND LACY TAYLOR opened her front door, she knew the two men standing outside weren’t members of the Publisher’s Clearing House Prize Patrol. She’d watched enough FBI Files to know a federal agent when she saw one. Remarkably bland, dark suits, crisp white shirts, and cheap ties could only be an ensemble put together by an officer of the government.


Lacy stood with her hand on the door frame, not bothering to invite them in for drinks. They probably wouldn’t accept, anyway.


“Miss Lacy Taylor?”


He’d called her Miss. How polite.


The taller man who addressed her, roughly the size of Santa Claus with thick sandy hair, looked at her with amber-colored eyes and a bored expression.


The other man, whose skin was as dark as the coffee beans she’d ground up that morning, also looked at her with a bland expression. Was that something they were taught in FBI school, or wherever these two exciting gentlemen were from?


“Yeah, I’m Lacy,” she answered after holding them in suspense long enough. They were probably the type of men who didn’t appreciate being held in suspense.


The larger man who’d been so patiently awaiting her answer pulled a black wallet-looking thing from inside his suit coat. “I’m Detective Whistler and this,” he said with a jerk of his head at the shorter, wiry man, “is my partner, Detective Parks.”


Detective Whistler held his impressive-looking identification in front of her face. To appease him, she leaned forward and read the ID. Yep, according to the miniscule piece of paper, he was indeed Detective Paul Whistler, from the St. Helena Police Department. But then again, what did she know about government IDs? She could be staring at a forgery and not even know.


Detective Parks also held out his ID, like the good little partner he was.


Detective Jon Parks, St. Helena Police Department.


“You two are an awfully long way from St. Helena.” Okay, so it wasn’t the most cheerful way to greet two men who’d traveled so far to see little ol’ her. Call her suspicious, but no good could come of two police officers coming to visit.


“Do you mind if we come in, Miss Taylor? We have a few questions to ask you.”


So Detective Parks really did have a voice. The deep timbre, like Darth Vader’s, didn’t match his thin, lanky frame at all. Maybe that’s why he waited so long to speak: shock factor.


“Questions about what?” she asked instead of inviting them in. Sweat, which had nothing to do with the lack of air-conditioning in her ancient house, beaded on her upper lip and started to trickle down her back. A warm breeze ruffled the thick, overgrown trees in the front yard but only made her swelter even more.


She waited for them to hit her with the words she knew were coming.


“We’re looking for Dennis Taylor. Your father.”


I just knew it!


Lacy never referred to Dennis Taylor as Father. That was a term a man had to earn. Someone who showed more devotion to his cheap whiskey and the hard cement floor of a jail cell was a man who definitely hadn’t earned that name. The mention of him still played hell with her emotions, and the emptiness his absence had created inside her had yet to be filled. For years, Lacy had searched for a way to fill it, but she’d lost hope. But she didn’t tell them that. They didn’t need to know the sordid details of her depressing childhood.


“He’s wanted for questioning in a series of robberies. We have reason to believe he may be in this area,” Detective Parks continued in his deep, Darth Vader voice.


Robberies? It seemed good old Dennis had not progressed past petty thefts.


Lacy shifted from one bare foot to the other, the wooden floor slick beneath her sweaty feet. “What makes you think he’d be here?”


Detective Whistler withdrew a handkerchief from his pocket and blotted his forehead. “For one thing, an eyewitness spotted him about a mile from here.”


“And the other thing?”


“You’re here, Miss Taylor,” Detective Parks said.


Lacy shifted her attention to him. “I’m not on speaking terms with Dennis. I haven’t seen him in almost five years.” Lacy had filed that day away in the part of her brain called Never Think About Again. Showing up at her place of employment with broken handcuffs attached to one wrist and demanding money was not a good way to get back in her good graces. She remembered reading somewhere that he’d been arrested—yet again—shortly after she’d sent him away empty-handed. That was the last time she’d heard anything about him. Five years later, she’d assumed he was still rotting in jail with the rest of society’s losers.


“Really?” Detective Whistler and his partner exchanged curious glances. She couldn’t fault them for being skeptical. She resisted the urge to stomp her feet like a child and demand they believe her.


“Did you know this is listed as his home address?” asked Detective Whistler.


Lacy resisted the urge to sigh. “I’m sure it is,” she said with great patience. “But like I said, it’s been a long time since I’ve seen him.” Her hair brushed along her back when she shook her head. “That’s all I can tell you.” When the men exchanged yet another doubtful glance, she reiterated, “Look, I would love nothing more than for Dennis to slip into a dark hole somewhere and never emerge again. I don’t know where he is.”


The muscles in Detective Park’s jaw clenched as he pulled a business card out of a shiny silver card holder. “Here’s my card. It has both our cell numbers on it. If you hear anything or if he contacts you in any way, call either of us immediately. Doesn’t matter what time.”


Oh, she would definitely do that. For nothing more than to see the look on Dennis’s face at being ratted out by his own daughter. Again.


Lacy took the plain white card with their information printed on it in basic black letters.


“Thank you,” was all she could think to say.


Detective Whistler gave a nod. “Have a nice day.” And the two of them walked down the cracked sidewalk to their unsurprisingly boring black sedan, got in, and drove away.


Lacy stared down the street long after the detectives had disappeared. So Dennis had returned to his old haunts, had he? She hoped to hell he didn’t think he’d find help here. Except maybe help back to jail.


She shut the door on the heat outside and walked through her even hotter house. Middle of summer was such an inconvenient time for a broken air conditioner, especially since she couldn’t afford to fix the stupid thing.


Boris, her late Grandpa Ray’s beloved English mastiff, lay snoring on the threadbare area rug in the living room. The dummy hadn’t even flinched when the doorbell rang.


“Some watchdog you are.”


His response was another loud snore and a twitch of his leg. Boris was a very twitchy sleeper.


Ray had purchased the mastiff as a pup about eight years ago and affectionately named him after the famous old-time actor Boris Karloff. Boris wasn’t too bright and refused to sleep on the bed Lacy had purchased for him.


She took the hair tie out of her jean shorts’ pocket and pulled her hair into a ponytail. Hell, she couldn’t even afford a haircut. Waitressing didn’t exactly afford her to enjoy the lap of luxury.


That was another thing she’d inherited from Ray: a mountain of debt.


Something licked Chase’s face. Something with a very small, warm, and prickly tongue. It moved from his chin up to his nose. Unless a stray animal had somehow meandered into his house during the night, Chase would say he was in someone else’s room.


He opened one bleary eye and was greeted by blinding sunlight.


Son of a bitch.


The bright, cheery light pierced his skull like a thousand nails hammering into his brain. The pressure made every part of his head throb. He recognized the symptoms for what they were: a hangover.


Now, if he could figure out where the hell he was, all would be right with the world.


The thing licking his face moved to his ear. Chase struggled to lift his arm, which had turned leaden along with his pounding head, and swatted the creature away. His hand came in contact with coarse fur and a deep growling meow sounded in his ear. His brain just about pounded through his skull. He groaned and rolled over onto his stomach.


Maybe Garfield had a shotgun and could put him out of his misery. The arms of sleep wrapped around him once again but retreated when a soft, warm, bare leg rubbed along his.


Dark, curly hair came into fuzzy view when Chase managed to open both his eyes. He thought he recognized her, but… no. Who did he know with dark, curly hair? Hell, he knew a dozen women who fit that description.


Great.


“Hello, lover.” The husky, sleep-riddled voice was like ants crawling down his legs.


“Why are you shouting?” he mumbled into the pillow. “No shouting. Must be quiet.”


The nameless woman next to him cackled like a witch and her leg slid farther over his. “I think someone had too much to drink last night.”


Chase’s only response was a grunt. Maybe if he ignored her, she’d shut up and go away so he could go to sleep.


The persistent woman didn’t get his hint. “Come on, Chase. You promised me one more time,” she whined. Chase hated it when women whined.


One more time his ass. He had no clear memory of last night, of even the first time, never mind one more time. He couldn’t even keep his eyes open long enough to get a clear picture of her face. Maybe if she closed her curtains at night like a normal person, he could wake up without staring straight into the sun until his eyes boiled in his skull.


Slowly, images from the last twelve hours or so formed in his mind. He remembered closing up the restaurant after work and walking to his truck. It had been late, around midnight, the parking lot mostly empty. Chase squeezed his eyes tighter as the mystery woman next to him scraped her fingernails over his ass. What the hell was her name? She had been leaning against his truck when he walked out of the restaurant. She’d held a six-pack of beer in one hand and a bottle of Jack in the other. That would explain the hangover.


“Chasey…” She placed a kiss on his shoulder blade.


Ah, hell. Only one woman had the balls to call him Chasey.


Sonja Hartley, a woman with more beauty than brains. Her hair had been straight the last time he’d seen her; that’s why he hadn’t recognized her. They’d gone on a few dates about a year ago, but their relationship had never progressed past casual dinner and inventive sex. He remembered driving her to her house. His elementary detective skills deduced they had gotten shit-faced, then tumbled into bed. Great. It was like being back in college.


He groaned again and rolled over, if only to stop her from groping his ass. No way was he going another round with this woman. Had he been sober, he probably never would have gone the first round.


“You promised me, Chase.” Her tone had gone from sweet and pleading to more demanding.


He tried one more time to open his eyes. The light was still blinding, but this time he managed to hold them open and blink the room into focus.


Holy hell! It was like Walt Disney had thrown up in here. What was the name of the princess who had her own castle at Disneyland? Cinderella? Chase imagined her room looking something like this. The bed was one of those four-poster canopy things with a sheer, gauzy curtain draped across the top. The rest of the room had white furniture and pink, girly shit strewn about on every available surface. If he had to wake up in this room every day, he’d throw himself in front of a truck.


“Chase, I’m serious. I have to be at work in an hour, and I know how you like to take your time.”


Work. Shit.


“What the hell time is it?” he rasped, his throat sore and dry, as though he’d spent the night swallowing pinecones.


Sonja leaned across him to check her watch, which she’d discarded on the nightstand. Her breasts scraped against his chest. He had to get away from this woman. His mind was pretty logical about these things, but his manly parts weren’t. They tended to respond whenever seeing a remotely attractive woman.


“It’s eight o’clock,” she responded.


Fabulous. He should have been at work an hour ago. He hoped his father had had a late morning, too, and wouldn’t notice his tardiness. Not likely.


He kicked off the hideous, flowery, girly comforter and stood on weak legs. Not a great morning to skip his customary jog. He could really use the opportunity to regain his strength. Hell, he didn’t even have time for a shower.


“Where’re you going? I have a whole hour.”


“I don’t.” He heard her moving underneath the sheets and avoided looking at her. “Where the hell are my clothes?” He’d spotted his jeans on the other side of the room, but the rest were nowhere to be seen.


“I think your shirt and shoes are still in the living room.”


He swiped his jeans off the floor and was about to pull them on when he remembered he was still buck-naked. “Where’s my underwear?”


“I don’t know.” Fake innocence laced the morning huskiness of her voice. She’d pulled herself upright and held the lavender sheet around her breasts. She watched him with deep blue eyes while nibbling on a baby-pink nail.


The last time they’d been together, she’d somehow gotten hold of his watch. Reluctantly he’d driven back here to retrieve it, at which time she’d tried to get him into bed. Heck, maybe she did have brains after all.


“What’d you do with it?” He was starting to feel foolish, standing bare-ass naked in the middle of her room.


She pulled her knees up to her chest. “I swear I didn’t do anything with it. Maybe it got kicked under the bed. You were kind of in a hurry,” she said with a wicked and knowing smile.


He regarded her with suspicion; she only returned his stare with the same naughty tilt of her unpainted lips. His underwear wasn’t under the bed. It could be anywhere, considering he couldn’t remember taking it off.


“Screw it,” he said, pulling the jeans on. “I’m going commando.”


Naked, Sonja walked on her knees to the edge of the bed and ran her index finger over his chest. “Why are you in such a hurry? I’m offering you more sex.” Her finger continued its journey down his stomach and into his pants, along with the rest of her hand.


Damn persistent woman. He managed to tear her hand away right before it wrapped around his not-so-sensible parts. “Will you stop molesting me? I’m late for work.”


She sat on her heels and crossed her arms under her breasts, completely unconcerned by her nudity. “I see you still live by the same bang-and-run motto.”


“You got that right.” He tossed the words over his shoulder as he walked out of her room. Sure enough, his shirt lay by the front door, along with his socks and shoes. He gathered them up and walked outside to his truck.


The early morning air was already warm, promising another unbearably hot day. Chase left his shirt off and tossed it onto the passenger seat as he climbed into the vehicle. His phone, which had been left in the cup holder all night, beeped annoyingly at him from the second he sat down. The leather seat burned his backside, one spot in particular on his left shoulder blade. He ignored the pain and picked up his phone.


One voice message. Probably his father ripping him a new one for being late.


“Where the hell are you? There’s food missing from the refrigerator. Drag yourself out of whoever’s bed you’re in and get your ass here.”


Yep, his father definitely didn’t sound happy. Maybe he’d just say his alarm clock broke.


What a morning to have a hangover.


Twenty minutes later, with combed hair and fresh clothes, Chase walked into McDermott’s to face a less-than-pleased Martin. At eight-thirty in the morning, the restaurant was empty except for his father and the head chef, who were gathered in the kitchen. Like every morning, sous-chefs were at work pressing fresh pasta and cutting vegetables for the day’s meals.


“What happened?” Chase walked across the large room and came to a stop in front of the two men.


His father turned to acknowledge him. “You’re an hour and a half late.”


“Sorry. I overslept.” That was as close to the truth as he’d get. “Your message said there’s food missing from the fridge.”


“Five pounds of halibut are missing.” A muscle in his father’s jaw tensed.


“How do you know?”


“I did a supply check last night when I left. I counted fifteen pounds of halibut. When I got here this morning, there were only ten pounds,” Henry said. Unlike most chefs, Henry’s demeanor was calm. He was one of those men with very unremarkable looks, except for the russet-colored Fu Manchu and the sideburns that grew all the way down to his jawbone. Other than that, his five-foot-nine height made it hard for him to intimidate anyone. But the man could cook anything.


“What were we doing with fifteen pounds of leftover halibut?” Chase asked. They rarely had leftover food. Extra food equaled money loss, unless it was something they could puree or add as a side dish. Neither could be done with halibut.


“That’s not the point,” his father interjected. “We have over a hundred dollars’ worth of seafood missing and no explanation. Where do you think they went, Mr. GM?” Martin directed his question to Chase.


“What’re you asking me for? We shouldn’t have had any leftover seafood anyway.”


Henry threw a cautious glance at Martin. His throat worked before he answered. “We had a slow night.”


Chase slid his hands into his pockets and jingled the change. “Have you asked Meryl and Phil?” Meryl and Phil, the sous-chefs, were the backbone of Henry’s operation, and nothing went on in the kitchen they didn’t know about.


“Meryl wasn’t here last night. And Phil doesn’t know what happened to them.” Henry’s thick fingers pulled at one of the buttons on his pristine white jacket.


“Seems to me we have a dishonest employee on our hands.”


“Wait a minute, Dad.” Chase knew exactly where his father’s thoughts were heading. “Those fish would have been thrown away anyway. And you don’t know that someone stole them. There could be a dozen explanations for this.”


“Such as?”


Well, shit. He didn’t have any ideas off the top of his head. His brain was still beer-foggy.


“I didn’t think so. I have some paperwork to go over in my office. But I want you,” Martin said with a glance at Chase, “to start going over the security tapes. Have something ready to show me by the end of the day. In the meantime, I don’t care for tonight’s specials. You and Henry need to come up with some new ones.” With that, he disappeared through the heavy metal door that led to the offices upstairs.


That was his father for you, ever the consummate order-giver. Why was the man even here? He should be at the new restaurant that opened a few months ago. Hadn’t Chase proven he could handle things here without the need for a babysitter? His father was such a control freak. Chase tried not to resent the particular trait that ran strong in his own blood. In fact, it was what made his father so successful. He just knew now Martin would use this whole someone-is-stealing-from-me thing to breathe even further down Chase’s neck. Like he was some teenager in training who didn’t know shit about restaurants.


As Henry walked away, Chase stood in the empty kitchen and couldn’t ignore the burning on his back. Had Sonja held a lighter to his skin last night while he slept? The same small spot had burned all the way to work. It almost felt like someone had seared off his flesh. He rolled his shoulder to try easing the burning. It didn’t help.


A heavy sigh flowed out of his sleep-deprived body. Might as well start watching those tapes. As if he didn’t have anything better to do.


“Rough morning?”


The light bedroom voice floated over his skin and washed away any fatigue he’d been feeling. His senses went on instant alert. Funny how Lacy Taylor, a woman he hadn’t given a passing thought to in his youth, managed to do that to him.


He turned and let his gaze meander down her body. A thin cotton shirt, draped loosely over small but perky breasts, fell almost to the hem of some frayed denim shorts. The cutoffs did a piss-poor job of covering creamy, slender thighs, thighs that were built to be wrapped around a man’s hips. Chase’s MO was usually a busty brunette. He didn’t make a habit of going after skinny blondes who cut their jeans into shorts and were always ready to verbally spar with him. Lacy had a way of making his body rebel against his own mind.


“You’re brooding,” she added when he didn’t respond to her.


“I don’t brood.”


She flipped a strand of long blond hair over her shoulder. “All men brood. It’s an occupational hazard. Plus I could hear your teeth grinding together when I walked in.”


One corner of his mouth kicked up. “You think you’re cute, don’t you?”


“Noticed that, did you?”


He crossed his arms over his chest and ignored her comment. “You’re here a little early.”


Her teasing smile fell a fraction. “I need next week’s schedule.”


“You know Anita doesn’t post those until Wednesdays.”


“I was hoping she’d be here working on it.”


“Sorry to disappoint.”


Her teeth sank into her full lower lip as she gazed around the empty restaurant. The mischief lighting up her green irises faded. Chase wanted to coax that light back into her eyes. Getting her all riled up had become a favorite pastime of his. Lacy wasn’t one to take flak from anyone, least of all him. She met him head-on every single time.


“She’ll be here later, if you want to come back,” he suggested when Lacy continued to gnaw on her lower lip.


She glanced at him but didn’t say anything.


“Or she might already have it started in her office. I could take you back there.” Okay, now you just sound creepy.


Her emerald eyes narrowed at him as though she’d just read his thoughts. “I’ll just get it tomorrow night when I come to work.”


“Is something wrong?” he found himself asking.


Her steady gaze dropped down to his midsection for the dozenth time in the past few minutes. He forced himself not to react.


“Nothing’s wrong,” she replied.


“You really can’t lie worth a damn, can you?” he countered as he took a step toward her.


She didn’t bother backing up. “I can lie a lot better than you think.”


He lifted his brows and took another step until he was a whisper away from her. Lacy stood her ground and for once didn’t have some smart-ass comment. Chase prided himself on being excellent at reading people. Lacy always pretended indifference around him, but her eyes gave her away. All he had to do was look into their depths to see through her.


“Really?” He bent over and whispered in her ear, “Because your attention is focused on things it probably shouldn’t be.”


Her jaw just about hit the floor as he brushed past her. One point for Chase.





TWO






TONIGHT WAS SUPPOSED TO BE Lacy’s night off. An hour earlier, Becky-Lynn, one of the other servers, called begging Lacy to fill in for her. Lacy, being the gosh-darn nice person she was, couldn’t say no. Instead of spending an evening at home, listening to Boris’s snoring, here she was, waiting tables for people who couldn’t decide if they wanted their steak rare or medium. The tips tonight had better be good.


Not that McDermott’s wasn’t a fine place to work, because it was. She’d been working there for two years now. What was supposed to have been temporary until she found something better ended up being a full-time career waiting tables. Over time, McDermott’s had sort of grown on her. Kind of like a bad haircut where you say to yourself, Eh, what the heck. I’ll keep it, because you know there’s no other choice.


Plus she was good at her job. Probably one of the best servers there, if she did say so herself. The other waitstaff was friendly, and Henry was a doll. He didn’t yell at his kitchen staff the way some chefs on those reality shows did. Lacy could deal with that.


There was one teeny, tiny thing she could do without, though. Most women probably wouldn’t share the same complaint. But most women didn’t have to deal with Chase McDermott the way she did. The man had been the bane of her existence as a teenager. He’d single-handedly coined the phrases Twiggy Taylor and Lanky Lacy. What surely was meant to be a joke had stuck with her all the way to college. So what if she’d been a little on the thin side in high school? Was that a reason to make someone’s life miserable? She couldn’t go hang out with his brother Brody without Chase answering the door and saying, “Well hello there, Miss Twiggy.” Even now the phrase made her want to snarl like a rabid animal. Brody had never said those things to her because he was such a swell guy. Why couldn’t she have had a crush on him instead of his mean older brother?


Okay, so she really didn’t hate working for Chase. He was a good boss. And kind of, sort of, easy on the eyes. Well, more than that. She was adult enough to admit Chase McDermott had grown into a fine-looking man. Her heart fluttered a little whenever he was within sniffing distance. Not even under the pain of death would she admit that to anyone. Especially to the man in question, who had an ego the size of Saturn.


She fed her latest order into the computer and decided to use her upcoming break to her advantage. She got Matt, one of the other servers, to cover her tables while she took thirty minutes to herself. After eating a barely satisfying ham and cheese sandwich with stale chips, Lacy went upstairs to do something she’d been dreading all night: speak to Chase.


While she might not hate working for him, she hated asking him for favors. Yes, he’d given her a job when most of the other places in town hadn’t been hiring. But at an early age, Lacy discovered Chase had an uncanny ability to make her feel like she always owed him something. She couldn’t fault that as a family trait, because Brody had never been like that. It had to be a unique Chase trait.


She knocked on the office door. After hearing a muffled response, she opened it. She had no idea if he had said “come in” or not, but what the hell? She went in anyway.


The man who’d made her heart constantly do its own love/hate tug-of-war didn’t acknowledge her when she entered. He sat perched on the edge of his desk, remote control in one large hand pointed at the small television on the credenza.


“I need to talk to you about next week’s schedule.”


His attention stayed on the black-and-white image on the television. “You know I don’t deal with scheduling.”


“I know but Anita isn’t here, and this can’t wait.”


He pushed a button on the remote and the image on the screen froze. His blue eyes zeroed in on her. Lacy had never been able to fully prepare herself for his eyes, which were the same color as a cloudless sky. They were one of the first things that had drawn her to him and influenced her stupid teenage crush. Now was no different. Only she didn’t have a crush on him. Really, she didn’t. In fact, she did her best to ignore him and the way he made her insides feel like cottage cheese.


His gaze lowered to her button-up white shirt, which was the customary McDermott’s uniform. “What’s so important it can’t wait?”


“I need a few days off next week.”


“Find someone to fill in for you.”


She took a deep breath and caught a hint of his scent. It was a manly soap that reminded Lacy of Irish Spring. Chase wasn’t really a cologne kind of guy. Her eyes almost rolled back into her head. From now on she’d always associate Chase with that distinctive bar soap scent. “I’ve tried that already. No one can do it.”


He crossed his arms over his chest, which looked hard and sculpted beneath his light blue shirt.


“What do you expect me to do about it?” A mischievous glint lit his eyes, making them even bluer. Why did she still have to be affected by him?


“Find someone and make them do it.” Yes, she knew that sounded childish, but he was the boss. He could do it easily.


A slow smile graced his boyish face and developed into a laugh. The kind of laugh that rolled over her and felt like a caress of very talented hands.


His laughter died but the smile lingered. “Why do you need these days off?”


She shifted from foot to foot and tucked a strand of hair that had come loose from her ponytail behind one ear. “That’s not really any of your business, Chase.”


Again his gaze lingered on parts that weren’t her face; this time her hips drew his attention. “If I have to rearrange the schedule, it is.”


She heaved a sigh. He had her on that one. “I have some things of Ray’s I need to work on.” A bit of an understatement but still the truth. After being abandoned by her mother at the age of four and having a father who spent more time in jail than out, she’d relied on Ray as the only person who wouldn’t abandon her.


Chase slowly shook his head. “That doesn’t sound like a good enough reason to take time off work.”


They stared at each other a few tense moments. She really didn’t want to go into details. But Chase was going to stare at her in that unnerving way of his until she blurted it all out.


“What’s really going on, Lace?”


He and Brody had been the only ones to ever call her Lace. It was not a nickname she’d been particularly fond of. On the other hand, anything was better than Lanky Lacy.


He remained on the corner of the desk, his massive forearms crossed over his chest. He kept rolling his left shoulder, like he had an itch he couldn’t reach. She’d noticed him doing that earlier, accompanied by a wince of pain.


“Why do you keep moving your shoulder like that?”


His eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”


She motioned to his left shoulder. “You haven’t stopped flexing it all night.”


His disarming smile returned. “Can’t keep your eyes off me, can you?”


Her eyes lifted heavenward. Lord help her with egotistical men. “What’d you do to it?”


“Nothing,” he answered a little too quickly.


“Nothing?” she answered with a mocking tone of her own. “Let me take a look at it.”


“That’s not necessary,” he said with a shake of his head.


She offered him one of her sweet smiles, which probably came off more condescending than genuine. “I’ll make a deal with you. You let me look at whatever’s bothering your shoulder and I’ll tell you what’s really going on.”


“Boy, you really want to get my clothes off, don’t you?”


“Forget it.” She turned toward the door. It was impossible to have a serious conversation with a man who thought every woman wanted to get in his pants.


“Lacy,” he started with that chuckle she always found way too sexy. “I’m kidding. Come on, don’t walk away mad.”


When she turned back around, he’d stood from the desk. He towered over her at six-three… Well, she didn’t know exactly how tall he was. But he was really tall. Lacy stood at an average five-seven and Chase had to be a good six or seven inches taller than she was.


“You never did take a joke very well.”


She planted her hands on her hips. “I don’t appreciate being teased when I’m trying to help someone.”


He held his hands up in defense. “All right, calm down. If you’re that worried, you can look at it. But don’t forget your end of the deal.”


“Yes, Daddy.”


That remark earned another teasing smile. When she stopped in front of him, he flicked the end of her nose with his index finger. “You’re so cute when you get riled.”


“Oh, is that why you do it? Turn around,” she said before he had a chance to reply. “On second thought, you need to sit down.”


He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Why?”


“You’re too tall. It’ll be easier for me to check your shoulder if you’re sitting.”


A pregnant pause filled the air before he answered. “I don’t think it’s my shoulder. The burning feels like it’s in the middle of my back.”


“Burning? What kind of burning?”


His wide shoulders moved in a shrug. “I don’t know, just burning.”


“When did this burning start?”


Another pause. “This morning.”


“Okay,” she said, unsure of what to say next. “You have to take off your shirt.”


In one fluid motion, he pulled the shirt out of his pants and drew it over his head. The whole time, Lacy watched, fascinated with the way each muscle moved beneath his tanned skin. She’d seen him without his shirt before, years ago at the local lake. He’d been a boy then, somewhere around seventeen or eighteen. Years had made him bigger, taller and wider. She could count each defined muscle in his back just from watching him move. But she wouldn’t. That would be too… well, she just wouldn’t.


His skin looked like satin over muscle, and she wanted to run her hands all over so her fingers could feel each and every ridge.


When she focused her attention on her task and not how delicious he was, she noticed four thin, long, bloody scratches. Right where he’d described them.


They looked painful. Lacy also knew exactly what they were the second she looked at them. Fingernail scratches.


“Um…” She cleared her throat and touched her index finger to one of them. “How’d you get these?” Her finger came away clean, as the blood had long since dried. But they had bled.


“I’m not sure.” This time he cleared his throat. “Exactly.”


Okay, liar.


“Do you have any rubbing alcohol in here?”


He threw an alarmed glance over one thick shoulder. “Why?”


“Chase, these have to be cleaned. Do you know how much bacteria is underneath a human fingernail?”


When he turned, she had to back up so he wouldn’t consume her personal space. “What makes you think these were done by fingernails?”


She held up one hand. “Look at my nails. They’re almost the exact size of those scratches.”


“So?”


A rude noise popped out of her mouth. She placed her hands on his hard shoulders and turned him around. “I know what fingernail scratches look like. So do you have any alcohol or not?”


“I think there’s a first-aid kit underneath the sink in the bathroom.”


The bathroom adjoining his office was no bigger than a coat closet. Done in bland white tile and industrial, blinding light, she felt as though she’d entered a sardine can. There was a little black pouch with a red cross on top, right where he’d said it would be. Lacy opened it, found the rubbing alcohol and some cotton swabs. She walked to Chase’s fine backside and tried not to laugh.


“What’d you do?” she asked as she poured some of the alcohol onto a cotton ball. “Piss off some poor woman’s husband?”


“First of all,” he said in a strangled voice after she placed the cold, wet cotton on the first scratch. “I don’t get involved with married women. Second of all, if I had, I’d have a black eye. Not scratches on my back.”


“Pardon me.” Slowly, so as not to sting him too much, she swiped the alcohol-soaked ball down the scratch, disinfecting it as best she could. She didn’t know why she asked him how he got these. She knew. Some nameless woman couldn’t contain herself in the throes of passion and dug her nails into his back. She’d heard of women who were back scratchers, but this was ridiculous.


“Start talking, Lace.”


“Well, I was born in a little town just south of Yellowstone—”


“Nice try, Chatty Cathy. But you made me a deal, remember?”


Of course she remembered. Being this close to his naked skin and smelling his woodsy shampoo had clouded her logical thinking. She discarded the first swab and poured some alcohol on a second one.


He flinched when she placed it on the next scratch. “Holy hell, woman. Did you pour acid on that thing?”


A satisfied smile tilted one corner of her mouth. That’s what he got for being so irresistible. “Sorry. Maybe next time you’ll go out with a woman who doesn’t have cat claws.”


“Ha-ha, Twiggy.”


She paused with the cotton ball halfway down his back. “Call me that one more time and I really will pour acid on you.”


He cleared his throat. “We’re getting off subject here. Tell me what’s going on.”


She bit her bottom lip while lightly dabbing the cotton to his marred skin, unsure of what to tell him. One more time she decided to play dumb. “It’s really not that big of a deal.”


“Okay, Tw—”


“All right!” she bit out with a glare at his backside, then blew out an exasperated sigh. “It’s just that Ray left me with a few more things that I could do without. Well, technically it’s not really Ray’s fault.” Ray had done the best he could with Lacy. He’d clothed her, made sure she went to school, and fed her three meals a day. Grandfathers weren’t supposed to do those things. They were supposed to spoil you with extra stuff like cookies before breakfast and backyard campouts. Bless his heart; he’d had no clue how to raise a teenage girl. He taught her things like how to use a lawnmower and change the oil in a car.


“What does that mean?”


She tossed aside her current cotton ball and soaked another one. “Ray had a friend of his handling his will, if you could even call it a will. I don’t know exactly what the guy did, or how he managed to get away with it, but he hadn’t been entirely truthful when he disclosed Ray’s assets.”


Okay, so it was a bigger deal than that. Lacy really didn’t want to tell him this. Why did she have to go and make that stupid deal? So she could clean his sex-induced scratches? So not worth it.


“What exactly does that mean?”


“That’s the problem. I can’t tell you exactly.” She pulled in another breath. “The IRS is auditing me because there were hidden assets not included in the final accounting. I didn’t fully understand, so I saw a tax attorney this morning. He said what the guy did was borderline fraud. Apparently the IRS has been investigating it since Ray’s death and now wants to collect on these unpaid taxes.” The whole thing came out in a rush, like the words had been waiting for the opportune time to force themselves out. “At the time of Ray’s death, it seemed like everything was in order. And I didn’t have any reason not to trust the guy.”


Chase turned to face her. “How much money are you talking about?”


She lifted her shoulders in a pathetic shrug and tossed the last cotton ball onto the desk. “Somewhere in the vicinity of twenty thousand dollars,” she mumbled to the ground beneath her scuffed black shoes.


“Twenty grand? Jesus, Lacy. When did you find this out?”


“I got a letter today in the mail.”


“And this is why you need some time off?”


Time off wasn’t going to fix her problem; she knew that. But, jeez, she’d never given thought to things like this. Ray had only been dead for about a year, and he’d always taken care of it. At least, she thought. She’d never even seen a bill, until the one she got this morning. Ray had been the only person in her life worthy of her love and he’d always meant the world to her. How could he have left her in this position? Or maybe he hadn’t known his friend was a borderline crook?


Her eyes grew hot as moisture built in the corners. She would not cry in front of Chase. Dammit, she was stronger than that.


“I just need time to think and go through Ray’s paperwork.” Her voice came out thick from her frustration and helplessness.


“What you need is money.”


No shit. Money was the one thing she didn’t have.


“Gee, is that all?”


“Do you need some?”


From him? No flipping way.


She shook her head. “I’ll figure something out. Maybe I’ll sell the Lincoln.” Upon Ray’s death from lung cancer a year ago, Lacy had become guardian to an aging and outdated ranch house and a 1975 Lincoln Continental with rusty gold paint. Ray probably thought he was being generous by leaving her his most prized possessions. Lacy wasn’t so sure. Half the time the Lincoln didn’t start, forcing her to walk to work, which was not energizing despite what some people might think.


Chase snorted and slipped his arms into his shirt. “You won’t get a thousand dollars for that piece of junk.”


“Maybe I can make monthly payments to them,” she wondered aloud, more to herself than Chase. Why did she have to include him in this?


When she’d thrown out the cotton balls and faced Chase again, he’d put his shirt on and buttoned it up. Probably for the best. The last thing she needed to do was drool over him.


“I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time. I’ll figure this out,” she said again.


He stared at her with two thick brows pulled low over light blue eyes. “It’s okay to ask for help if you need it. You can’t do everything by yourself.”


Desperate to change the subject, Lacy searched her brain for something to say, anything. Then she remembered he’d been watching something. She nodded her head toward the TV. “What’re you watching?”


He glanced at the frozen screen of the television. “Nothing exciting.”


O-kay. “In other words, you can’t tell me because I’m an employee?”


His response was a smile and a nod.


“And here I thought we were sharing things.”


“Sorry to disappoint you, Miss Taylor.”


Well, he could just keep his secrets, then. If there was trouble at the restaurant, she’d find out eventually. Half the other waitresses were notorious blabbermouths.


She glanced at her cheap drugstore watch. “My break’s over.” When he didn’t respond to that, she added, “So, you’ll take care of the schedule?”


Once more, his bone-melting eyes raked over her ho-hum white-shirt-and-black-pants uniform. “I’ll see what I can do.”


Instead of uttering a thank you, she just smiled, not trusting her voice to come out even. She walked to the door and opened it.


“Lacy.”


Halfway through the doorway, she paused. “Yeah?”


“You can clean my scratches anytime.”


Oh, for Pete’s sake. The man was incorrigible!


With a shake of her head and a smile, Lacy left the office.


“Find anything yet?”


At the sound of his father’s voice, Chase realized Lacy hadn’t shut his door. The patriarch of the McDermott family stood in his office doorway wearing his customary Dockers and black button-up shirt.


What was the old man still doing here?


“Nothing out of the usual.” The search for a thief had slipped his mind amid all his inappropriate thoughts.


Martin remained in the doorway. “Well, keep at it. There has to be something in those tapes.” He turned to leave, but Chase stopped him.


“Dad, wait.” He wasn’t sure he should even say this. “What if it’s not theft? What if Henry’s just mistaken?”


His father’s thick gray brows wrinkled together. “Henry’s never been mistaken before.” He paused. “Just humor me. If nothing comes up, then we’ll consider the case closed.”


Chase only nodded, knowing there was nothing he could do but appease his father. Something made him think this was a lost cause. None of his employees would steal from him. Would they?





THREE






LACY HAD NO IDEA how much useless garbage Ray had hoarded over the course of his life. Scraps of fabric and boxes of pinecones had been all she’d unearthed in the spare bedroom closet. This was exactly why she’d been putting this off. Somehow she knew she’d find nothing useful, like a DustBuster. Or, hey, money would have been good. No, Ray had to collect items like stamps from 1942.


It had been sometime after discovering her seventh jar of brown buttons that she’d decided the whole process was futile. Cleaning out Ray’s effects had been continually put on the back burner since his death. Lacy didn’t do sentiment. She didn’t ooh and aah over babies or cry at sad movies. If that made her a cynic, so be it. The world could thank her parents for that one.


The idea of sorting through closets full of Lord only knew what just didn’t make her want to jump up and down for joy. There were so many other productive things she could do with her time. Like, finding a place to live when the county took her house.


The cheerful paper she’d received in the mail remained in the drawer where she’d stuffed it three days ago. She’d put it in there thinking, Out of sight, out of mind. Her plan hadn’t worked. Her mind refused to think about anything else.


What the hell was she going to do? No way could she come up with twenty thousand dollars in thirty days. Unless maybe she started prostituting herself. Wouldn’t dear old daddy be proud of her then?


She’d been in shitty situations before, but this definitely took the prize. Selling the car wouldn’t do any good. Chase had been right; she wouldn’t get more than a grand for the stupid vehicle.


After abandoning her quest to clear out Ray’s stuff, Lacy headed to the only part of the house she truly loved being in: her “art studio.” As a child, drawing had really been nothing more than a hobby. She’d put pen to paper and sketch the first object her eyes landed on. At the time, her hobby had merely been a way to take her mind off her father being arrested again. Or whether the woman who’d given birth to her ever regretted walking out on them. When she drew, all she saw was the paper in front of her and the object she drew.


In college, she’d hoped to be an art major and eventually make millions selling her drawings in ritzy studios. Yeah, that never happened. Her grades slipped, and she’d lost her scholarship. Unable to afford paying for college on her own, she’d been forced to drop out. Ray didn’t seem to mind. As long as she was happy, or so he’d always told her. That was one of the traits she loved most about the old man. He never judged her.


She’d spent a few years working whatever jobs she could find. Eventually Ray’s illness had brought her home.


Being back in Trouble was not what she’d pictured for her future.


The “studio” she’d put together after moving back was actually just an empty room. She’d managed to fill it with a few pieces of furniture and inspirational items like Ray’s old rotary phone and an antique water pump. Her supplies, including pencils, charcoal, watercolors, and paints, sat on Ray’s ancient and splintered desk. She’d chosen this room because it had the best light. In the early mornings, the sun streamed in full blast, setting the perfect mood to sketch whatever came to mind. She’d yet to sell anything, though—something she needed to remedy. As soon as she found a studio where an amateur could hang their work, she’d have her in.


She’d just sat down on the couch, pad in her lap, when a knock came from the front door. Considering the last someone who’d visited had come bearing unpleasant news, Lacy was a tad reluctant to open it.


She still held out hope the Publisher’s Clearing House people would find her. So she got off the couch and went to the door. When she opened it, maybe she’d see a man holding a giant fake check with a camera crew behind him. No luck. It was only Chase. Her heart jumped all over her chest.


“If you have fresh scratches, you’ve come to the wrong place.”


Chase, his eyes hidden behind a pair of sunglasses, graced her with an openmouthed smile. “You’re a riot, Miss Twiggy.”


She started to slam the door in his face when he slapped his palm against it, preventing her from completing her task. “What do you want, Chase?”


He held up a white envelope. “I came here to give you a present, and this is how you treat me?”


“Depends on what you mean by present.”


One of his sexy, I-know-I’m-God’s-gift-to-women laughs rolled over her when he shoved his way past her. “So suspicious.”


“Do come in,” she said after he already stood in the entryway. The presence of him in the house zapped all the serenity she’d been basking in a moment ago.


He pulled off his sunglasses and hooked them in the pocket of his white T-shirt. How could a plain cotton shirt threaten to make her babble like a two-year-old?


“It’s such a beautiful day out. Why are you spending your day off indoors?”


She eyed the envelope in his hands. “I was actually just getting ready to leave.”


One corner of his mouth twitched. “Liar.”


How does he know? Maybe he pays more attention to me than I thought. Her only response was a closed-lipped smile.


He thrust the envelope at her. “Here.” The sexy hint of a grin disappeared, leaving his ruggedly handsome face impassive.


Lacy didn’t accept it. Chase hadn’t made a habit of giving her presents, except nicknames. She wasn’t any more excited to accept the envelope than she had his cutesy monikers.


“It’s not a rattlesnake, Lace,” he said with a roll of his eyes. “Just take it.”


Only mild curiosity compelled her to take the envelope from his big, tanned hands. Feeling Chase’s eyes on her, Lacy slid the flap open and pulled out a check. A check made out to her for twenty thousand dollars.


Holy hell. She’d always prided herself on being a quick thinker. This time her brain failed to offer her any kind of intelligent response. Her heart did a little jig up to her throat. She had to pull a deep breath into her lungs to keep from hyperventilating. The little check fluttered as her hand shook from disbelief and shock. Unable to look at Chase, she managed to shove the check back into the envelope. “No way.” She held it out to him, but he didn’t take it.


Independence had always been her first defense in her screwy world. From an early age, she’d learned to take care of herself. Accepting help from a man who’d gone from being her nemesis to the object of her fantasies put her into an uncomfortable position. While his generous offer would solve her problems, it took away something she’d always worked so hard to keep. Not even when forced would she allow Chase to be that person. He already had a power over her she hadn’t been willing to admit.


“What’re your other options?” Through her foggy brain, his voice came from far away, even though he stood entirely too close.


The scratched wood floor, as well as her bare feet, remained the focus of her attention. “I don’t know, but I told you I’ll figure it out.” She shoved the envelope harder, crumpling it against his chest, which felt like tempered steel. “Please, just take this.”


“Why? Afraid you’ll owe me something?”


Chase probably meant his words to be a joke, but they hit way too close to home. She didn’t want to owe him, or anyone, anything.


His warm hand wrapped around hers, the one holding his gift, and pulled it away from his chest. The other hand tipped her chin up. “Lacy, this is not open for debate. You need it and I want you to have it.” His intense blue gaze stared into hers. “Just take the check and say ‘Thank you, Chase.’ ”


Her hand remained in his firm grip, and she couldn’t force her eyes away from his. “I don’t want this,” she whispered.


The same disarming half-smile returned. “I know.”


“Where did you even get this much money?”


His broad shoulders lifted in a shrug. “I’ve invested well.” They stared at each other for a few seconds; then he placed one palm behind his ear as if listening for something. “I’m waiting…”


She smiled despite herself. Chase had a magical ability to coax a grin out of her. “Thank you.”


“You’re welcome. Now, breathe a sigh of relief and do what you need to do with it.” He rocked forward on the balls of his feet. “So, what’re you working on right now anyway?”


Lacy folded the check in half and stuck it in her back pocket. “I was sorting through Ray’s stuff, but that got old really fast.”


“And now?”


Why was he so curious about her schedule? Lacy didn’t tell many people about her love for drawing, and Chase was definitely one of those people who didn’t know. Telling him would bring him too much into her private life. Best to keep him at arm’s length.


She attempted nonchalance by shrugging. “Right now, nothing.”


Chase, so big he practically consumed all the space around her, nodded. He looked at her in that way of his, like he saw down into her soul. How did he do that? How could one man make her unsure if she either wanted him or hated him?


“I gotta run,” he said abruptly as he stepped around her and slid his sunglasses back on.


He’d made it halfway out the door when she stopped him. “Wait a minute.” For Pete’s sake, the man had just given her twenty thousand dollars of his own money. Shouldn’t she at least offer him something? Out of nervous habit, Lacy licked her lips. “Would you like some coffee or maybe a soda?”


Coffee or soda? Is that the best you can do?


Thankfully his piercing blue eyes were hidden by his dark sunglasses. Somehow she’d made him smile, a slow I’m-going-to-give-you-the-best-orgasm-of-your-life smile. Lacy almost whimpered.


“Be careful, Miss Taylor. You might actually start to like me.”


The door shut with a soft click behind him, but Lacy could have sworn she heard him laugh.


Dennis had yet to show his face in Lacy’s neck of the woods. He was probably skulking in the shadows somewhere, waiting for the opportune time to hit her up for money. Even if she did have money to spare, she’d rather burn it than see it in Dennis’s hands.


She picked up the last of the dirty plates from the empty table, only to knock one of the glasses onto the plush carpet. Some of the leftover liquid splashed on her beat-up boots. Wonderful. Thinking about Dennis made her spill iced tea on her only pair of work shoes.


Why her father continued to annoy her thoughts, she’d yet to figure out. He certainly wasn’t worth the pains that flared up in her chest. Years of having him appear when she least expected had her on edge. He knew she still lived in Ray’s house. Would anything stop him from showing up on her doorstep? Or forcing his way in? Dennis had never been physical with her, even when drunk. Thankfully she still had the detective’s card in case he came sniffing around.


She barely made it to the kitchen with the armful of dishes she gathered from the table, but she managed to dump them into the bin to be washed without dropping any. Usually the busboy did all the clearing. Tonight was an especially busy night, so to speed things along, Lacy did the clearing for him.


“Andrew,” she called to the lanky sixteen-year-old boy. “Tables six and seven need to be cleared.”


The boy, who already had a bin-full of dirty dishes he’d dumped in the sink, grabbed the rag out of his waistband and ran it in the water.


“I think the entire town of Trouble is dining out tonight,” grumbled Sarah, a recent high school graduate, as she waited for some entrées.


Henry, who double-checked every dish before it exited the kitchen, busily wiped the edges of the white plates for any stray sauce. Once satisfied the plates shone to perfection, he placed them in front of Sarah.


She looked at the three plates and pulled her thin, dark brows together. “I’m missing a Wellington, Chef.”


Henry straightened and turned. “Larry, how much longer on that Wellington?”


The noise of the kitchen made it hard for anyone to have a normal conversation, and Henry had to shout to be heard. Add the heat that made Lacy’s hair stick to her neck, and the kitchen was a pretty miserable place to be.


Larry, who frantically shifted pots around on the nine-burner stove, glanced at the head chef. “I need two minutes on that Wellington, Chef.”


Henry jabbed a finger at Larry. “Make it one.”


“Yes, Chef.”


No one dared talk back to Henry. Everyone knew how deceiving his calm demeanor could be. When he gave an order, his cooks were expected to listen.


Henry turned around and inspected more dishes. “They’re going to have to wait one more minute.” One of the rules of McDermott’s was all the patrons got their dishes at the same time.


A heavy sigh radiated from Sarah. Lacy had just about turned around to the kitchen door when Sarah said, “Have you seen Chase tonight?”


Lacy glanced at the younger girl. She was cute, in a preppy, cheerleader sort of way. Her shiny dark hair, pulled in a high ponytail, always swung side to side when she walked. “No, why?”


She shook her head. “Boy, is he in a bad mood. About an hour ago, I asked him if we had any more Pinot Grigio. He practically bit my head off.”


It wasn’t like Chase to snap at his waitresses. “What did he say?”


Sarah turned and glanced at Larry’s progress, impatient for her beef Wellington. “One of my diners ordered a bottle of it. But when I went to get it from the wine cooler, there wasn’t any left. So I asked Chase if he knew what had happened to it. He just shook his head and said I needed to tell them to order something else. He’s had this thunderous look on his face ever since.”


Lacy wasn’t sure what to say to that. Maybe Chase hadn’t realized they had just run out of the Pinot. Stuff like that rarely happened, though. She’d only caught glimpses of him tonight, and she hadn’t been looking at his face. Fortunately for her, none of her diners had wanted any Pinot Grigio. Lacy and Chase normally didn’t engage in deep conversations during work anyway. Most of the time it was snarky remarks from him and a retort from her. They had a complex relationship Lacy had yet to figure out.
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