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This was officially the worst day of Harper’s adult life.


What had she ever seen in that jackass? She yanked the sun visor down, squinting against the low spring sun. At least the setting sun meant this day from hell was almost over. Even if she still had no idea where she was going.


Which was just perfect.


She automatically reached for her bag before remembering that she had left it—and her wallet and phone— behind. Her phone with its GPS that could tell her if she was even heading in the right direction.


Hannah lived two hours southwest of the city. Harper wasn’t sure how her college roommate would feel about a short-term couch crasher, but she was her only hope at this point.


The dashboard’s orange low fuel light chose that moment to ding on. “Damn it.” She had forgotten to stop for gas on the way home and she certainly hadn’t been thinking about it after storming out.


She spotted the next exit—a town called Benevolence, Maryland—and signaled. She was going to have to find a payphone. Did they even have those anymore? Did she even have anyone’s number memorized? Harper groaned.


Maybe she could borrow someone’s phone, log on to Face-book, and beg nearby friends for a ride.


Just inside the town’s limits, she coasted into the gravel parking lot of what appeared to be a bar gearing up for a hopping Friday night. It was a rustic-looking log cabin kind of place. No neon lights in the windows, just a simple hand-painted sign that hung from the eaves of the skinny front porch:




Remo’s





There was a patio on the side strung with lights and sail shades. A few patrons were clustered around heaters and an open fire pit.


It felt friendly. And she could use a friend right now.


Harper climbed out of her aging Volkswagen Beetle, and the hinges squealed as she shut the door. Leaning against the faded fender, she let her gaze wander, looking for a friendly stranger with a smartphone. “How do I get myself into these situations?” she sighed, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear.


“I warned you!”


The guttural shout came from between a pair of pickups two rows back where a man towered over a tiny brunette. He had the woman by the shoulders and was shaking her hard enough to rattle teeth.


“I fucking told you, didn’t I?” He shook her again, even harder this time.


Harper hustled forward. “Hey!”


The screaming giant barely spared her a glance over his shoulder. “Mind your own business, nosy whore.” Harper could hear the slur in his words.


The brunette started to cry. “Glenn—”


“I’m sick of hearing it!” He closed a ham-sized fist around her neck and shoved her against the truck, lifting her off her feet. The woman clawed helplessly at the hand squeezing her throat.


Seeing red, Harper launched herself at his back.


At impact, she wrapped her arms around his neck. He shrieked, too high-pitched for a man of his size, and released the woman. Arms flailing, he slammed back against the pickup trying to dislodge Harper.


She held on tighter as his weight crushed into her torso.


“Not so easy when we fight back is it, asshole?” she gritted out.


“You’re fucking dead, you bitch!” he squealed.


She briefly thought about biting his ear but instead used her legs to shove them off the truck and squeezed her arms tighter around his neck. His face was turning bright red from the pressure.


Glenn gripped her arms and lurched forward, tossing Harper to the ground in front of the crying woman. She landed hard on her side and came up swinging. He glanced a blow off her shoulder, making it sing, and she caught him on the side of the head.


“Glenn!” A deep voice full of authority snapped out from behind them.


Harper used the distraction and fired a shot to his face, catching him off-guard… but only for a moment. The drunken giant swung back at her, and the parking lot exploded into stars.
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“HEY.” There was that voice again, this time floating towards her through the haze. Deep and a little rough.


Harper was flat on her back in the gravel. The side of her face felt like it was on fire. But what held her attention was the man hovering over her. Buzzed short dark hair and a five o’clock shadow framed the deepest hazel eyes she had ever seen. A spectacular sunset was happening behind his head. It was a gorgeous picture.


“Wow,” she whispered. “Am I dead?”


He grinned, and she saw a dimple appear next to his mouth. Holy hotness. She was definitely dead.


“You’re not dead, but you could’ve been, taking on a big son of a bitch like that.”


Harper groaned, remembering. “Where is the big son of a bitch? Is the girl okay?”


“He’s face down underneath a deputy, and Gloria’s fine. Thanks to you.” He touched her face gently, probing around the fist-sized ouch. “You take a hit like a champ.”


She winced. “Thanks. Can I sit up?”


Wordlessly, he helped her into a seated position and held her by the shoulders. “How do you feel?” Concern colored those deep eyes.


She brought her fingertips to her cheek and felt the heat pumping off what had to be some serious nastiness. “I’ve felt worse.” He had a scar through one dark eyebrow and the slightest crinkles around his eyes. His very fit right forearm was completely covered in a sleeve tattoo.


“That was a very brave, very stupid thing you did, taking on a guy that size.” He smiled again.


“It’s not the stupidest thing I’ve done today.”


“You guys all right, Luke?”


Harper stopped staring at him long enough to notice the crowd that surrounded them.


“We’re fine.” He turned back to Harper. “Think you can stand up?”


She nodded, moderately pleased when her head didn’t snap off her neck with the motion. He slid his hands under her arms and gently lifted her to her feet. The crowd broke into spontaneous applause.


“About time someone put that asshole in his place,” someone cackled, and the rest of the crowd laughed.


“Jesus, Luke, what did you do now?” A gorgeous raven-haired beauty in a denim skirt and a Remo’s embroidered polo weaved her way through the spectators.


“Don’t get all pissy with him, Soph.” A deputy stepped forward. “He didn’t start it, but one of them broke Glenn’s nose.”


Harper glanced down and noticed the split knuckles on her hero’s right hand.


“There are enough witnesses for him to spend a few nights in jail even if Gloria doesn’t press charges this time,” he continued.


The woman hooted and grabbed Luke for a smacking kiss. “Mom is going to be so proud.”


Luke rolled his eyes, hands still steadying Harper.


The brunette turned to Harper. “And what were you, collateral damage?”


“Are you kidding?” The deputy laughed. “I was pulling in when I saw her jump on his back with blood in her eyes. She went Xena Warrior Princess on his ass before he got in a lucky shot and Luke took him down,” the deputy said.


“That settles it,” she pointed at Luke and Harper. “You two are drinking for free tonight.” The crowd erupted into cheers.


“Hey, what about me?” the deputy mock pouted. “I handcuffed him.”


“Ty, you’ll get your reward after your shift.” She tuggedhim in for a hard kiss on the mouth and grinned up at him. “Don’t forget to pick up eggs on your way home.”


“Yeah, yeah,” he sighed. “I’ll hold you to that reward. Well, I’m gonna run this asshole by the ER on the way to jail.” He winked and headed back to his squad car. Glenn was slumped over in the back seat. Ty slid behind the wheel. “See y’all later.”


He flipped on the lights as he peeled out of the lot to the delight of the crowd.


She tossed her dark curls and rolled her eyes heavenward. “That’s my husband,” she sighed. “So, Tough Girl. Got a name?”


“Harper.”


“I’m Sophie. Welcome to Benevolence, Harper. How about some ice for that face?”




2


[image: images]


Sophie set Harper up with some Ibuprofen, ice, and an impromptu doctor’s visit in the ladies’ room.


“Okay, Harper, I’m thinking you may have escaped a concussion. You are very lucky,” Trish Dunnigan said, leaning in to check Harper’s pupils one more time. “I’d like to see you tomorrow morning though. I don’t think your arm is broken, but it could be a hairline fracture. Same with the ribs. You need an X-ray.”


“Oh, I won’t be here tomorrow. I’m just passing through.”


“All right, then make sure you see your primary care doctor ASAP.”


Harper nodded, knowing that that wasn’t going to happen.


“Thanks for the house call, doc,” Sophie said, leaning against the vanity.


“No problem. I was in the neighborhood getting some take-out. Happy to help.” She waved on her way out the door.


“Sorry to be so much trouble,” Harper said from under the ice pack.


“Are you kidding? You’re a hero. Glenn has been wailing on that poor Gloria since high school.”


Harper sighed. “What a dick.”


“You got that right.” Sophie leaned towards the mirror to apply a fresh coat of lip gloss. “So what’s your story? I know you’re not from around here.”


Harper sighed. “It’s a long story. Let’s just say I caught my boyfriend-slash-boss in a compromising position with a delivery girl today and stormed off with nothing but my car keys.”


“And then ended up getting punched out by a drunken jack-off in a parking lot?”


“Yep.”


“Wow. That is a bad day.” Sophie studied her for a minute. “So no wallet, no phone, no cash?”


“Nothing. Also, I ran out of gas in your parking lot.”


Sophie threw her head back and laughed. “Kid, it couldn’t have happened in a better place. I’ll take care of everything.” She tucked her gloss into her front pocket. “My shift’s starting, so meet me at the bar. I’ve got a beer and some nachos with your name on them.”


Harper watched as Sophie breezed out through the barn-style door. What she wouldn’t give for that kind of confidence in life.


She dropped the icepack and looked in the mirror. The bruise was nasty all right. It flowed from temple to cheekbone in a mottled purple. What if Luke was still out there?


Harper yanked her hair out of her ponytail and brushed her bangs sideways across her forehead to cover some of the bruising. She let the rest of her hair fall, tousled around her face.


Not great. But it would have to do.


She pushed through the door and into a very lively Friday night. The log cabin theme continued in the main bar with timber beams and a huge stone fireplace off to the side. Twin pool tables drew a crowd in a raised alcove overlooking the outdoor patio.


And there was Luke, standing at the long, rustic bar with a beer, waiting. He nudged an empty stool towards her with his foot. The gesture walked the line between invitation and order.


He was smoking hot. Dressed in jeans and a plain gray t-shirt, he was seriously ripped. Like romance-novel-cover ripped. And those eyes. Green and gray and brown. No wonder all she could say was wow.


She slid gingerly onto the stool as her muscles whimpered. They stared at each other for a minute. The silence hung thickly, cutting off the volume of the rest of the bar noises.


“Hi,” Harper said finally.


“Hi.”


“I’m Harper.” She extended her hand for the overdue introduction.


“Luke.” He took her hand in a strong grip and held it. “Come here often?” He smiled, and the dimple appeared again. Harper felt her heart stumble. Oh, good Lord. Not now. This was the worst possible time to develop a crush. She had sworn off men not two hours ago and promptly gotten her ass kicked by another one. She ordered herself to pull it together.


“First time. I hear the parking lot gets pretty rowdy on Friday nights.”


He straightened and brought his fingers to her face, gently brushed her bangs back. “How’s your face, Harper?”


“It’ll be okay, Luke.” She blushed saying his name. It felt strange to be so familiar with a stranger. “How’s your hand?”


He was still cupping her face, running his thumb lightly over her bruised cheek.


Someone nearby cleared their throat. Sophie was behind the bar, grinning like an idiot at them. “Sorry to interrupt, kids, but this is for you,” she said, tossing an icepack at Luke. “And this is for you,” she slid a beer bottle to Harper. “Nachos are on the way. On the house. Sit.”


“Thanks, sis,” Luke said, barely sparing Sophie a glance while he sank down on the empty stool next to Harper’s.


Harper blushed under his stare and grabbed the beer like a lifeline. “Thanks.”


Sophie winked at her before hurrying away.


“Nice job out there, Luke.” A beanpole of a man in a red baseball hat smacked him soundly on the back. “That was one hell of a shot you gave Glenn. They teach you that in the army?”


“Thanks, Carl.”


“Down and out in one,” Carl hooted, miming a right hook. “Remind me not to piss you off.”


“Just remember that next time you don’t give me a discount at the lumber yard,” Luke said dryly.


Carl laughed again and turned to Harper. “It’s nice to see Luke here in such pretty company. I didn’t catch your name, Blondie.”


Luke made the perfunctory introduction. “Carl, this is Harper. Harper, this is Carl.”


“Well, Harper, if there is anything you need while you’re in town, you don’t hesitate to ask me. I’ll be happy to do anything, anything at all for you.”


“Yeah, I bet you would,” Luke said. “How is your wife these days?”


“Big as a house. Baby Number Three is due next week.” He puffed out his chest with pride. “This one’s gotta be a boy. A man can’t have three daughters.”


“He can if he’s getting paid back for raising hell in high school,” Luke said. “Maybe you should go home and rub Carol Ann’s feet to try and make up for it.”


“Oh, I’m doing better than that. I’m picking up a cheeses-teak for her.”


Right on cue, Sophie reappeared with a large paper bag. “Three steaks, all the fixings.” She slid it across the bar to Carl.


“Give Carol Ann my best,” Luke told him.


“Will do. Will do. It was nice to meet you, Harper. If you get sick of hanging out with this soldier, just give me a call.”


“Will do, Carl.” Harper laughed.


“Don’t encourage him,” Luke said as Carl weaved his way past them.


“So, soldier?” Harper turned back to Luke.


“Captain in the Army National Guard,” Sophie said, plopping down an overflowing plate of nachos and a pile of napkins.


Luke eyed his sister and said nothing.


Hmm. Military. That ranked right up there with firefighters and cowboys in the noble and sexy profession category. Was there anything that wasn’t scorching hot about this man?


Harper glanced around the bar that was getting more crowded by the minute. It seemed like everyone was talking to everyone else at the same time. No one was alone, even if they arrived that way. Greetings and hands rose up from all corners of the room.


“I’m getting the feeling that this is a very small town and I’m the only stranger here,” Harper ventured.


“Don’t bother feeling like a stranger. It won’t last,” Luke warned. “See that woman over there in the Easter Bunny sweatshirt?”


Harper spotted her gabbing it up by the jukebox.


“That’s Georgia Rae. She’s probably already plotting on how to corner you and extract your life story.”


Harper laughed and sampled a cheesy nacho.


“And that,” Luke said, gesturing at a gray mustached man by the pool table, “is my Uncle Stu. I guarantee he already called my dad to tell him that I’m at the bar with the girl who took down Glenn Diller. And see how Sophie keeps checking her phone? That’s my mom texting her to find out what you look like.”


“Wow. I should probably get out of here before they invite me to Sunday dinner,” Harper laughed.


Luke’s phone on the bar buzzed. He glanced at the screen and grimaced. “Too late.”


“Very funny.” Harper rolled her eyes and took a sip of beer.


He held up his phone for her to see.




Luke’s Mom: Ask your friend if she can bring a pie to dinner Sunday.





She choked, slapping a hand over her mouth. “This can’t be real. I’m still in the parking lot unconscious, aren’t I?”


Luke laughed and put a solid, warm hand on her back. “You wish.”


Click.


Harper glanced up to see Sophie holding her phone extended towards them.


“Soph.” Luke’s voice held the sharp edge of a warning.


Sophie smiled innocently. “What? Oops, gotta go. Order’s up.”


“Did she just take a picture of us?”


Luke grabbed his beer. The spot on her back where he had touched her still felt tingly.


She put her head in her hands until she bumped her cheek and remembered the bruise. “I feel like I’m in some alternate reality. I’m not even supposed to be here.”


“Where are you supposed to be?”


“Fremont.”


“You’re a long way from Fremont.”


“Are you kidding me?”


“Harper, Fremont is four hours west of here.”


“Son of a bitch. I was going the wrong way.” She leaned forward and covered her eyes with her hands.


“Everything okay here?” Sophie reappeared. “What did you do now, Luke?”


“It’s not him, it’s me.” Harper’s voice was muffled by her hands.


“She was supposed to be in Fremont tonight,” Luke supplied.


“Well, that’s not going to happen, Harp. Fremont’s four hours away.”


“I know that now,” Harper groaned into her hands.


Sophie started to laugh, and Harper dropped her hands. “I’m glad you find my life so amusing.”


It only made her laugh harder. “This is ridiculous. Does stuff like this happen to you all the time?”


“Stuff like what?” Luke asked.


Harper dropped her head to the bar while Sophie gave Luke the brief details of her situation, mercifully leaving out any mention of the delivery girl.


“You left your house with nothing but car keys and then drove for hours in the wrong direction?” It was Luke’s turn to swipe a hand over his face and sigh. “So where are you staying tonight?”


Harper sat up and took a mournful swallow of beer. “I don’t know. The plan was to message Hannah on Facebook for a ride. But that’s when I thought I was only ten minutes away from her.”


“Maybe someone here tonight is heading in that direction and can get you part way there?” Sophie suggested.


Luke shook his head. “We’re not putting her in a car with some half-lit stranger.”


“What do you think cab fare would be to Fremont?”


“Soph, be realistic. Besides, why not just give her gas money?”


“I’ll just sleep in my car,” Harper decided. It wouldn’t be the first time for that either.


“So you sleep in your car. Then what?” Luke asked.


“I’ll message Hannah and beg her to pick me up in the morning.”


“Here,” Sophie slid her phone to Harper. “Log in and message her.” She hurried away to grab a refill for a customer.


Sensing salvation, Harper pounced on the phone.


She keyed in her login and went to Hannah’s page. “Crap! Hannah’s husband surprised her with a weekend away at a cabin in freaking West Virginia.”


“So giving you gas money to get there is a moot point. Hmmm, if only you could stay overnight with someone. Hmmm.” Sophie arched an eyebrow at Luke.


Harper leaned back on the stool and tilted her head up. “I will figure this out. I will figure this out.”


Sophie leaned over the bar. “Hey, what about Mickey?”


“For Christ’s sake.” Luke slammed his beer down.


“He’s got an empty house now that his girlfriend moved out. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind an overnight guest,” Sophie chirped.


Harper narrowed her eyes.


“His girlfriend moved out because he got arrested for shoplifting at the liquor store,” Luke growled.


“I thought it was because he’s banging Sherri from the bank,” Sophie interjected.


“Then why would you even suggest him?” Luke pressed his fingers to his temple.


“I’d let you stay at my place, Harp, but you’d have to sleep on a lumpy chair and probably wake up to a screaming, sticky-fingered three-year-old,” Sophie said, pouring a pint from the tap.


“What happened to your couch?”


“Josh spilled a juice box on it, and then Bitsy decided to eat the whole cushion. She could sleep on half a couch. But no juice boxes allowed.”


Harper hoped “Bitsy” was a dog.


Luke shook his head, and Harper could see his jaw tighten.


“So your plan is to sleep in your car, and your plan is to send her to sleep with a cheating alcoholic shoplifter?”


“Hey, at least we’re brainstorming here. You’re just shooting down ideas. I hate when you play devil’s advocate,” Sophie pouted.


Luke sighed again and looked down at the bar. “You can stay with me tonight, and tomorrow I’ll drive you back to your place to get your stuff.”


Sophie turned away but not before Harper saw the cat-that-ate-the-canary grin on her face. “Oh, no. I couldn’t. I don’t want to inconvenience anyone,” Harper blurted, her eyes suddenly wide.


Luke looked at her. “I’ll be more inconvenienced if you sleep in the damn parking lot. Besides, I promised the doc I’d bring you by in the morning so she can get a couple of quick X-rays if you were still in town.”


“Well, why didn’t you just say so?” Sophie asked in feigned exasperation.


Luke shot her a look, and she shut up.


“Thank you, Luke. You really don’t have to. I should have to suffer the consequences of being an idiot. Then maybe I’d learn.”


He smiled down at the bar, and she saw the dimple wink into existence.


“I think you’ve already had a rough enough day.” He turned back to her again. “Are you okay if we stay ’til closing?”


“Of course.” She nodded.


What was it about those eyes? Maybe it was the shadow in them. Harper felt a pull every time she spotted it. He was quiet, clearly not at all inclined to talk about himself. Definitely not like Ted the Dick. But the way he observed what was happening around him made her think there wasn’t much that he missed.


“So what’s your story Luke? I mean, I feel like I should know more about you if we’re going to have a sleepover.”


“No story.” He scratched the back of his head.


“Uh-huh. Yeah. Sure.” She raised her eyebrows and drank deeply from her beer.


He laughed again.


“My name is Luke. I’ve lived here my whole life. I’m in construction and the National Guard. And Sophie’s my sister.”


“That’s all you’ve got?” Harper elbowed him.


“What else do you need?”


“How about arrest warrants? Bodies buried in the backyard? Unusual fetishes?”


He leaned in. Close. She could smell his soap. Something with a little spice.


She could feel his breath on her face. Harper parted her lips. Her breath caught.


“Define ‘unusual.’”
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The evening passed in a blur of townsfolk greetings —Georgia Rae did make her appearance—beer and bar food. Harper felt slightly buzzed and incredibly exhausted as she stood with Luke watching Sophie lock the front doors. She stifled a yawn. It was 2 a.m., way past her bedtime. And her face was starting to throb again.


“Thanks again for hanging out,” Sophie said as they crossed the lot.


“Have a good night, Soph,” Luke said, opening the car door for her.


“You too, big brother. Night, Harper! I hope I’ll see you again.”


Harper waved with her good arm and yawned her goodbye. “Thanks for everything, Sophie.”


“Better get her home before she falls asleep standing up, Luke.”


He tapped the roof of her car and waved as she pulled out. “Ready to go?” he asked Harper.


She nodded, crossing her arms against the spring night’s chill. They were alone. And they would be for the next several hours. Harper wondered if she would lay awake all night on his couch thinking about him being so near… and presumably naked. Men like Luke didn’t sleep in pajamas.


“We’re over here,” he said, pointing to a dark gray pickup at the back of the lot. “Need anything out of your car?”


“No, I’m good.” The only thing in her car was her old coffee from the morning.


They started walking together, and Harper rubbed her arms.


“Cold?” he asked.


She nodded and felt a tingle exactly halfway between comfort and lust ignite as Luke draped his arm over her shoulder and pulled her in. The heat coming off his body instantly warmed her bare skin, and she didn’t resist the urge to snuggle a little closer.


He opened the passenger door for her, and she levered herself up and onto the seat trying not to wince as her aching body slid across the leather.


Luke slid into the driver’s seat and started the truck. He pushed a button and Harper instantly felt heat under her ass. Seat warmers! He hung a left out of the parking lot, and in just a few minutes, they were pulling into the driveway of a tidy brick three-story with a sprawling front porch. Harper blinked through tired eyes. “You live here?”


He glanced out of the windshield at the house. “Yep.”


“I expected something different. Like a bachelor pad apartment. Do you have roommates?” A girlfriend? A wife and four kids?


“Nope. Just me.” He smiled, a quick, heart-tickling grin.


“Come on.”


The wide-planked porch was deep, wrapping around to the far side of the house. There was no furniture, but Harper could just imagine a porch swing and hanging baskets blooming with color.


Luke unlocked the front door and held it open for her.


She stepped over the threshold and waited while he flipped on the lights. The foyer opened directly to a wide-banister staircase. A pair of doorways mirrored each other from opposite walls leading into darkened rooms. Above the dark wainscoting, the walls were covered with ornate wallpaper with roses and hummingbirds.


“You don’t really live here, do you?”


Luke tossed his keys on a skinny table just inside the door. The only piece of furniture visible to Harper. He raised an eyebrow. “What makes you say that?”


She trailed a finger over a paper rose. “No reason.” Harper poked her head into the room on the right. From the streetlights outside, she could just make out an ornate sofa with wooden arms opposite a flat screen on sawhorses. The rest of the room was empty.


“Did you just move in?”


“Not really.” He looked sheepish. “I’ve been here a couple of years.”


“Seriously?”


“I’ve been busy.”


“Where did you get that couch?” She gestured at the carved wooden monstrosity with its lumpy red velour cushions.


“It was my grandmother’s.”


“Oh, thank God. I thought you went flea marketing one day and thought that looked like the perfect place to watch TV evangelists.”


He cracked a smile. “This was my grandmother’s house. I bought it when she passed away.”


“Were you close?”


“As close as you can be to a crazy Italian grandmother who chases you with a wooden spoon. Most of the furniture that’s here is hers.”


“There doesn’t seem to be a lot of it,” Harper observed.


“I keep meaning to get more, but I’ve been—”


“Busy,” she finished it for him.


“Anyway, there’s only one bed, so you can take that, and I’ll take the couch.”


Horrified, Harper stared at the unwelcoming lines of the couch. “Absolutely not. I’m not putting you out of your own bed.”


“Well, you’re not sleeping on the couch.”


“Neither are you,” Harper insisted.


“What do you suggest?”


She paused weighing the options. “We are two exhausted adults who probably have a reasonable amount of self-control. Can we both sleep in the bed?”


“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” His hands were out of his pockets now and cruising over the back of his head. He was nervous, and Harper thought it was adorable.


“Why not?”


“We don’t know each other and…” he trailed off, and Harper scented victory.


“I think I can trust you can control your hormones and not jump me in the middle of the night,” she teased.


“It’s not my hormones that I’m worried about.”


She smacked him in the chest. The very solid, warm chest. Maybe he had a point.
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THE ONLY FURNITURE on the second floor was in the master bedroom. A four-poster queen-sized bed dominated one wall opposite an ornately carved dresser.


“Grandma’s?” Harper lightly grasped one of the mahogany posts at the foot of the bed.


Luke nodded, hands back in his pockets.


“It’s nice.” Staring at his bed was suddenly making Harper feel a little shy.


“I can still sleep on the couch if you’d be more comfortable.” He jerked a thumb towards the hallway.


“Don’t be ridiculous. That thing looks like it would put your ass to sleep if you sat down long enough to tie your shoes. We’re adults. This doesn’t have to be awkward, right?”


Instead of answering, he turned and opened one of the dresser drawers.


“Here.” Luke held out a plain white t-shirt. “You can sleep in this.”


It was soft to the touch and obviously well worn. By him.


“Thanks.” She took it, careful to only touch the shirt.


“You can change in there.” He gestured towards the connecting bathroom. “I’m going to go lock up.”


“Okay, thanks.” They stared at each other for another minute. “This is awkward, isn’t it?” Harper blurted out.


Luke smiled. “A little.”


“It’s just for one night.” She wasn’t sure if she was trying to reassure him or herself.


“Right.”


“And we’re adults.”


“It would appear so.”


“We’re just being silly,” Harper reasoned. “It’s just sleep.” She could see his dimple again. At least he was amused.


She nodded finally. “Okay, I’m going to go change.”


In the bathroom, she splashed cold water on her face, careful to gently dry the bruised side. She didn’t even look at the rest of her body. Judging from how sore everything was, it was probably just as purple as her face.


It was a good thing this wasn’t some “first time” with someone like Luke. She wasn’t at her best—maybe even hovering near her worst. And if she was going to have a first time with someone like Luke, she’d want it to be perfect.


She rolled her eyes and tugged the t-shirt over her head and down her torso. It was ridiculous to be newly homeless and jobless and more concerned with the what-ifs of imaginary sex with the sculpted captain. She wondered what he looked like in uniform.


“Pull yourself together,” she muttered. “It’s one platonic night of sleep.”


She ran a hand over the cotton and took a moment to be grateful for remembering to wear underwear today.


Harper tugged the neck of the shirt up to her nose and breathed deeply. It smelled like him. And she was about to crawl into a bed that smelled like him… with him. She hoped she could control herself in her sleep.


She was standing at the foot of the bed, fidgeting, when he came back upstairs.


“Everything okay?” he asked, opening a dresser drawer.


“Oh, yeah. I just didn’t know if you had a side,” she said, playing with the hem of the shirt.


He suddenly seemed very interested in the contents of the drawer. “A side?”


“Of the bed. Do you sleep on a side?”


He glanced back up. “I usually sleep in the middle. So you can take your pick.”


“Oh, thanks.”


Luke grabbed a pair of pajama pants. “I’ll be back.”


As soon as the bathroom door closed, Harper gratefully flopped onto the bed and burrowed under the covers. She would just hug the edge, and he wouldn’t even know she was there. No inconvenience at all.


She hoped she wouldn’t snore.


The bathroom door opened. He stood in the doorway in nothing but untied flannel pants that rode low on his hips. Harper wet her lips and tried not to stare at his cut abs. Every visible inch of his torso was carved, muscled, and freaking hot. There was another tattoo, a phoenix, over his heart.


Oh my God. She was going to sleep with that.


No! She was not going to fall down the rabbit hole of crappy life choices again. She had promised herself that she was turning over a new leaf. Starting fresh, focusing on herself.


Harper was failing at not focusing on Luke’s naked chest. Her fingers itched to trail over the tattoo, across his chest, and down those abs to the indecently low waistband. She fisted her naughty-minded hands in the quilt. There was no way she was going to sleep a wink. Not next to that perfect body.


He was staring at her, too, but his eyes weren’t bugging out of his head like hers. Harper thought she heard him sigh. But he moved towards the bedroom door and wordlessly flipped the light switch.


In the dark, Harper was relieved she had nothing to stare at. Until she felt his weight on the other side of the bed.


He seemed to have the same idea she did, hugging his side.


“Good night,” she whispered into the darkness.


“Night.”


“Luke?”


“Hmm?”


“Thanks for letting me stay here.”


He sighed. “You’re welcome.”


“I really appreciate it.”


“Harper?”


“Yeah?”


“Shut up and go to sleep.”
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Luke woke suddenly in the middle of the night feeling warm. He didn’t even remember falling asleep. He heard breathing and remembered he wasn’t alone. Harper’s head was resting on his shoulder, her hand splayed across his chest. Her thigh was drawn up and across his legs.


It had been a very long time since he woke up to a woman draped over him. He automatically squashed the memory. He was good at that. Staying focused on the present. That’s how he got through every single day.


Harper made a little sound like a sigh and nuzzled closer.


The woman was a disaster. She had invaded his night and now his bed. It was taking an act of supreme willpower not to roll over and wake her up in the way his body was demanding.


Harper. It was an old-fashioned name for such a free spirit. He had already been heading in Glenn’s direction when he saw the blonde blur launch herself at him. It was incredibly stupid of her to get involved like that. Anyone with common sense would have just called for help.


But not Harper. She went in swinging. If tonight was any indication of how she lived her life, it was a miracle she was still alive.


There was no doubt that she was beautiful. Those wide gray eyes didn’t miss a beat, and her full mouth always seemed to be smiling. And judging from the feel of her body plastered against him, she was built with the soft curves that commanded a man’s hand to follow them. She had an energy that seemed to be trying to explode out of her at every second.


She was not a restful, careful person. He had known her for only a few hours and was already concerned for her safety.


No job. No home. No money. According to Soph, Harper was screwed. She probably didn’t even have a plan. Someone who stormed out of her own life with nothing but car keys didn’t sound like much of a planner.


He would talk to her in the morning. Find out what she was going to do and then talk her out of whatever ridiculous scheme she came up with. He’d help her whether she wanted it or not.


Luke clenched his jaw in the dark as Harper slid her leg higher up his thighs and murmured something into his neck.
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HARPER WOKE up to sunlight streaming through the window onto her face. She tried to stretch but found her arms trapped.


Luke.


Hot and hard against her, he was spooning her. His breath was warm in her hair. An inked arm was thrown possessively over her, hand cupping her breast through the t-shirt that was now bunched up around her waist. Her ass was pressed against some impressive morning wood.


Now this was the way to wake up. Warm, safe, and wrapped in strong arms.


She pressed her lips together to stop the laughter that bubbled up inside. She had been the one worried about not controlling herself.


He twitched in his sleep, squeezing her breast.


Harper bit her lip. She didn’t know Luke well, but she was fairly certain he wouldn’t like waking up in such a… vulnerable position.


She was going to have to sneak out. After she enjoyed this for another thirty seconds.


She nuzzled in and breathed in his scent. His chest rose rhythmically against her back, his hard thighs cradling her.


She deserved a medal for leaving this bed. She held her breath and gently pried his hand off her chest. Holding up Luke’s arm, she inched away from his perfect body. And cursed herself as she did it.


Maneuvering to the edge of the bed, she eased into a sitting position.


Even in his sleep, Luke was sexy. Inky long lashes brushed his sculpted cheekbones. Except for those lashes, there was nothing delicate about him. He was built with power and strength. She let her gaze linger on the lines of his arm. The sinewy muscle of his biceps gave way to the sensual ink on his forearm.


She would have to ask him what it meant. A little conversation on their trip would help keep her mind off the memory of waking up with him pressed against her.


Feeling like she had been hit by a small car, Harper gingerly snuck down to the kitchen where she started a pot of coffee before opening the fridge. Considering the state of the rest of his house—there was nothing but a stack of boxes in the dining room—she didn’t have high hopes for a bachelor’s kitchen inventory but was happy to find eggs one day away from expiration, milk, cheese, and the remains of a loaf of bread. Scrambled egg sandwiches would start the day off.


The swelling in her face had gone down, thankfully. But the bruising had gotten uglier. Everything else ached. She had even discovered a baseball-sized bruise on her butt cheek. Hopefully that ham-fisted asshole was crying like a baby in a cell somewhere and Gloria had gotten her first good night’s sleep in years.


Harper found Luke’s laptop on the counter and, as the eggs cooked, checked Craigslist for job listings in Fremont. There were a few that would do, at least temporarily. It was almost a shame that she didn’t know someone here in Benevolence. The sleepy town and its nosy residents gave off a good vibe. No one could be lonely here.


But the job market was probably nonexistent. Besides, Harper thought as she rummaged for sugar, if she stayed, she would make a fool of herself over Luke.


And who wouldn’t? He was hot, protective… and those eyes. “Definitely a bad idea,” she murmured to herself.


“Do you always talk to yourself when you cook?” The room got warmer and the air cracklier when Luke walked in.


She glanced up from the frying pan to where he stood near the refrigerator, studying her. He still wore the pajama pants but had added a t-shirt. Damn.


“Good morning,” she said cheerfully, trying to shove the carnal thoughts out of her head.


“Morning. What’s all this?” He nodded towards the stove.


He looked guarded. Harper handed him an empty mug.


“Breakfast. It’s a thank you for letting me stay here.”


He took the mug and after a second’s hesitation made his way to the coffee.


She watched him out of the corner of her eye while he poured and she plated. What would it be like to have this view every morning?
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“I REALLY APPRECIATE THIS,” Harper said, sliding into Luke’s truck.


He waited until she fastened her seatbelt and then started the engine. “You already said that.”


“Well, I didn’t want you to think I’d gotten less grateful since breakfast.” She looked out the window as they backed down the driveway and pulled onto the street. The town rolled by, neat and tidy. Well-maintained houses hugged the main street and historic brick buildings housed businesses with cute names like Common Grounds and the Sparkle Shop.


Growing up, she had dreamed of a town like this. A place to belong. They drove past the high school with its wide green lawn and football stadium. She wondered how different things would have been for her had life begun here.


“You’re quiet,” Luke observed, glancing at her.


“Just thinking. Did you play football? In high school, I mean.”


Luke stopped for a red light. “Yeah. And ran track.”


“Very athletic,” Harper commented.


“You?”


“No, I never played football.”


“Smart ass.” Luke said it mildly, and Harper caught a glimpse of dimple.


Harper smiled. “No other sports either.”


“Why, because your school didn’t have boxing?”


“Funny.” She wrinkled her nose at him. “It was mostly circumstances. I moved around a lot.”


“Skipping out on arrest warrants?”


“I’m starting to think you have a slightly skewed perception of me, Lucas.”


“Can you blame me?”


“Hey, you’re the one who picked me up at a bar.”


“I picked you up off the parking lot.”


“Details, details,” Harper waved her hand.


Luke turned into a small parking lot next to a barn-red office. Dunnigan & Associates.


“Damn it, Luke. I told her I would see my doctor when I could.”


“Suck it up, sweetheart. It’s the price of a ride to the city.”


Harper pouted. “I feel fine.”


“Bullshit. You can barely move. Now be a big girl and get out.”


She took her sweet time following him up the ramp.


“If you’re in that much pain, I’d be happy to carry you in,” he threatened.


Harper quickened her pace and slunk in the door behind him.


“They’re not even open yet,” she hissed at his back.


“Doc opened early just for your pretty little ribs.”


Dr. Dunnigan hustled into the empty waiting room clutching a tall coffee. “Right on time, Luke. Ouch,” she said looking at Harper’s face. “How ya feeling today?”


“Just great,” she said. “In fact, I think we’re wasting your time—”


Luke reached out and poked her right on the bruised butt cheek. Harper yelped. He either had spectacular bruise radar or had caught a glimpse of her ass when she had escaped bed this morning.


“Yeah, I think we still need to do an exam. Come on back. Luke, you might as well come, too. While Harper changes, I’ll show you where I’m thinking of doing the addition. Bra off, underwear on,” she called over her shoulder to Harper.


Harper glumly pulled on the paper gown and tucked it under her for as much modesty as possible. She was not the biggest fan of doctors’ offices. Time was what provided the best healing. She was just a little banged up. This didn’t even make it into her top five injuries list. As far as she was concerned, everyone was overreacting.


A knock at the door was followed by Dr. Dunnigan’s frizzy curls. “Decent? Are you okay if Luke comes in?”


Harper shrugged. “Sure, why not?”


She stared at her bare feet while they entered. Luke sat in the visitor’s chair while Dr. Dunnigan wielded her penlight in Harper’s eyes.


“I still don’t have a concussion,” Harper sighed.


“Speaking from experience?” the doctor asked, switching eyes.


“One or two. You don’t forget what they feel like.”


“So no nausea, vomiting?”


“Nope. And no blurred vision either.”


Dunnigan laughed. “Well, in this case I’m going to agree with your self-diagnosis. I think you’re concussion clear. Which makes you very lucky or very skilled at taking a punch. Glenn has fists of concrete.”


Harper remained silent and avoided Luke’s gaze.


“Okay, let’s take a peek at those ribs.” She tugged the paper gown open to check Harper’s side. “Wow, that’s a mess. We’re definitely going to do an X-ray.”


Harper winced at the gentle probing around the bruising. Dr. Dunnigan pulled the gown open a little wider and Harper saw Luke’s jaw clench. Wordlessly, he shoved out of his chair to pace.


Ignoring him, Dr. Dunnigan moved on to Harper’s arm.


“Okay, Contusion Queen, let’s get a couple of pictures for the police report and a few X-rays, and you can be on your way. I’m going to grab the camera.”


Harper sighed and gingerly flopped back on the table. The police report. A very loud part of her wanted to decline, but she thought of Gloria’s terrified face as that ham-fist had closed around the slim column of throat. She’d do it. Besides, maybe if she got called to come back and testify, she could see Luke again.


Harper closed her eyes and tried to pretend she was on a beach somewhere wearing a floppy hat and bikini instead of crinkly paper.


“Harper.” Luke was standing next to her. He spoke softly, but his expression was hard. “Can I see?” He held the edge of the gown between his fingers.


She nodded. Why the hell not? This was as close to getting naked with him as she was going to get.


He draped the material over her, careful to keep her front covered.


“Baby.” He trailed his fingers over the side of her rib cage around to just under her breast.


Harper felt her heart rate kick up several notches. An awake Luke touching her was even hotter than being groped by the asleep one.


He gently splayed his warm palm over the bruising, the tips of his fingers just brushing the curve of her breast.


Harper looked into his eyes and wondered how she could see both simmering anger and tenderness in them.


“All right,” Dr. Dunnigan said, pushing the door open. “Let’s get this show on the road. Luke, can you help Harper up? We’ll take these standing against the wall.


Luke’s hands closed around her arms and eased her into a sitting position. Harper gritted her teeth as hard as she could to avoid wincing.


She held his forearms to steady herself as she stepped down onto the hardwood floor. When she craned her neck back to look at him, she saw a war of emotions tangle in his gaze. He brushed his knuckles gently across her cheek. “It won’t happen again.” The whispered promise was threaded with steel.


He stepped back and let the doctor take several shots of Harper’s ribs, arm, and face.


“Okay, that should be plenty. Let’s get a couple of X-rays down the hall,” Dunnigan said, putting the camera on the desk.


Luke held the back of Harper’s gown together for her as they made their way to the room. She tried to imagine a hundred different scenarios where his hand would be skimming the bare skin on her back that didn’t involve treating her like an elderly invalid.


Sometimes life just sucked.


What if she had rolled into town in a cute sundress and her damn wallet? She could have bought him a drink instead of requiring saving and charity. If this wasn’t a wake-up call about how it was time to start behaving like an adult, she didn’t know what was.


Dunnigan led them to a small, windowless room and had her lie down on the table. She adjusted the position of the camera over Harper’s ribs and draped a heavy lead cover over her.


“Just hold still right there, and this will be over in a minute.” The doctor had Luke step back with her behind the protective curtain, and Harper heard the whir of the camera.


Dr. Dunnigan rearranged her and took a few more shots of the ribs and one of her arm before letting her sit up again.


She brought a laptop over to Harper. “Okay. Let’s check these out.”


Luke joined them, leaning against the table. His arm rested against Harper’s.


Dunnigan zoomed in on an image. “Hmm.”


“What does ‘hmm’ mean?” Luke demanded.


“This spot right here,” she tapped the screen, “is a healed fracture. So, either you have superhuman healing powers or you broke your ribs before.”


“I think I had a fracture there years ago,” Harper said, crossing her arms over her chest. It was embarrassing reliving her medical history with two virtual strangers.


Dr. Dunnigan looked at Harper over her reading glasses and waited. “Hmm.”


Harper ignored her. She could feel Luke’s gaze weigh heavily on her. She squinted at the screen. “No new fractures?” she asked cheerfully.


Dunnigan flipped through the series of images. “It looks like you’re in the clear. This time.”


“Told you,” Harper smirked at Luke.


“You’re awfully cocky for someone covered head to toe in bruises,” he reminded her.


“Same story with your arm,” Dr. Dunnigan said tapping the screen. “Old break. This one looks like it healed better than your rib.” She looked pointedly at Harper.


Harper shrugged and didn’t respond. Time had healed those physical hurts a long time ago and, with them, the mental ones as well.


“Any new ones?”


“Nope.” The doctor swiveled on her stool and put the laptop back on the counter. “A little swollen, a lot of bruising. But overall not nearly as bad as it could have been. I’ll write you a script for some pain meds to help you sleep, and I’m telling you that rest is the best medicine.”
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They rode in silence after leaving Dr. Dunnigan’s. Each lost in thought. Harper was finally the one to break the silence.


“So do your tattoos mean anything?”


He kept his eyes on the road. “Why?”


“Do you not want to tell me what they mean?”


“What makes you say that?”


“You’re answering questions with questions. It’s like a therapist trick.”


“Is it?”


She sighed loudly. “I feel like I’m playing Jeopardy when I talk to you.”


Luke grinned and said nothing.


Harper let it drop. She watched the road signs flash by, heading back to the city she had called home for the past two years. She had called a lot of places home, but it was for the lack of a better word. She had never really felt at home anywhere. Not since she was a little kid in a postage-stamp sized house with a mom and a dad who were now more ghosts than memories.


“So what’s your plan once you get your stuff?”


Harper pursed her lips and sighed. “Gas up my car and head to Hannah’s.”


“You’re putting a lot of hope on a friend’s generosity.”


She sensed judgment in his tone. “It’s only temporary. I already checked out some jobs and apartments on Craigslist. I’ll be off her couch in no time.”


“What kind of jobs?”


“There’s a couple of waitress/manager openings, an inventory clerk position, and, worst case scenario, one of those people who sit on stools in the middle of the mall and try to sell you a new bathtub.”


“Dream job?”


“Any job that pays the bills is a dream job these days.”


He changed the subject. “So do you want to talk about why you ran out of your place with nothing yesterday?”


“Not particularly,” Harper said, looking out the window. She sighed. “Just a mistake on my part. Poor judgment followed by a nasty surprise when I came home early.”


“Boyfriend?”


“Ex, as of yesterday.”


“Cheating?”


“A bike messenger girl. She had great legs from what I could see.”


“My God, Harper. You’re a mess.”


She puffed out a breath. “It would appear so.”


An hour later, Luke pulled up in front of the beige townhouse that Harper pointed out. “Do you want me to come in with you? I don’t want you moving anything heavy.”


“No, he should be at work. And I don’t have much to pack. It won’t take me long.” Harper opened the door and slid out.


“Just come out when you’re packed, and I’ll carry the stuff to the truck.”


She hurried up the walk to the front door and let herself in. The beige carpet and off-white walls had never screamed “home” to her. And they certainly didn’t make her feel homesick now.


It was time to go.


She grabbed her purse out of the hall closet, double checking that her wallet and phone were there before hurrying upstairs to the bedroom. The sheets were still in disarray, and she could see two head indentations on the pillows. Messenger Girl must have spent the night. Or maybe he’d ordered pizza after he was finished with Messenger Girl.


She turned her back on the bed in disgust and grabbed her suitcase and duffel bag out of the closet. She emptied her dresser drawers into the bags and then moved to the closet. In less than ten minutes, she had both bags packed.


In the bathroom, she hastily applied some cover up to her eye and dumped her cosmetics into a Ziploc bag. She muscled her bags down the stairs one at a time to the front door.


Luke was waiting for her on the porch. “I told you I would carry everything.” He took the bags from her and hauled them down the front steps.


Harper rolled her eyes. “I can handle a suitcase.”


“How many more bags?” he called over his shoulder on his way down the walk.


“This is it for the clothes. I just want to do a walk-through and see if I’m missing anything important.”


“All of your clothes fit in two suitcases?” He stopped in his tracks and looked at her as if she had just grown an arm out of her forehead and asked for a high five.


“I lost a lot in the fire and haven’t really had the chance to replace the bulk.”


“The fire?” Luke blinked rapidly.


“Yeah, six months ago. My apartment building in South Side burned down. One of my neighbors was making a grilled cheese on a hot plate next to her drapes. Woosh!” She jazz-handed the air.


“Were you home?” He was covering his eyes with a hand now.


“Yep.” She turned back towards the house.


“Is that how you broke your arm and your ribs?”


“Nope. I’m just going to grab some paperwork. I’ll be right out.”


“Uh, yeah. I’m coming with you. Knowing you, there might be a gas leak or an escaped circus bear in there.”


“Aren’t you cute when you’re all protective?” Harper teased.


Luke shook his head and held the door open for her. “I can’t believe you’re still alive,” he muttered.


Three already-packed banker boxes of documents and knick-knacks later, Harper was ready to go.


“Are you sure this is it?” Luke asked, tucking the boxes in the backseat of his truck.


“That’s everything,” Harper said, working the key off her ring. “I’m just going to leave this inside. I’ll be right back.”


Luke got back in the truck and started the engine.


One minute turned into five before Harper came back out, stumbling under the weight of a giant stuffed and mounted fish.


Luke jumped out of the truck and yanked it out of her grasp. “Damn it! Stop carrying shit!”


“You can just throw it back there.” She gestured at the bed of the truck.


He tossed it in the back before climbing into the driver’s seat. “What’s with the fish?” Luke asked casually.


Harper shrugged, securing her seatbelt. “He bought it at a yard sale and tells people he caught it himself. ‘It took me four hours to reel in that swordfish,’” she mimicked in a deep voice.


“I’m pretty sure that’s a marlin.”


Harper stared at him for a beat. “A marlin?”


Luke nodded.


She burst out laughing, dropping her head against the headrest. “What an ass.”
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HARPER INSISTED on buying Luke lunch halfway back to Benevolence. They stopped at a small family-run place that had excellent chicken pot pie and even better fresh-cut fries.


She paused chewing long enough to text Hannah.




Harper: Ted’s dick not in pants. Moved out. Couch open?


Hannah responded within minutes.


Hannah: Always hated his stupid douchey goatee. Be back Monday night. Couch is yours.





“Excellent,” Harper sighed with relief and jumped back into her pot pie.


“All set?” Luke asked, snagging a French fry.


“Yep. Hannah and Flynn will be back Monday night, and I can stay with them then.”


“What are you going to do between now and then?”


“I’ll probably just get a motel room for the weekend. Oh! Maybe a hotel with an indoor pool! It’ll be like a vacation.”


After lunch, Harper had Luke pull the truck around to the dumpster behind the restaurant. He raised an eyebrow but didn’t ask any questions.


He remained silent when she hopped into the bed of the truck and, after a brief struggle, hefted the marlin over her head and heaved it into the dumpster.


Neither of them said a word when she climbed back into the truck and belted in.
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THEY RETURNED to Luke’s house where Luke unloaded the boxes and bags, stacking everything in the foyer. Harper watched uselessly from the couch where Luke ordered her to stay.


When he was done, he joined her on the lumpy antiquity. “Let’s talk about what you’re doing tonight—” Luke was cut off by Sophie yoo-hooing from the front door.


Harper was sure she heard Luke swear under his breath.


“Oh there you are,” Sophie said brightly. “How are you feeling today? Your face doesn’t look too bad.”


“Thanks, neither does yours,” Harper said dryly.


“Smarty pants. I’m going to get a drink, anyone want one?” She headed back to the kitchen. Harper shrugged at Luke, and they got up to follow.


“Soooo, how did the stuff-collecting go?” Sophie helped herself to a soda from the fridge and joined Harper at the island while Luke got a beer.


Luke’s eyes met Harper’s.


“Uneventful, wouldn’t you say, Luke?” Harper smiled innocently.


He leaned back against the counter and nodded. “Very uneventful. But I have a craving for fish sticks.”


Sophie watched as they grinned at each other. “So, Harp, what’s the plan? What are you going to do now?” she asked, toying with the can.


“For now, the plan is still to get to Hannah’s and find a temp job there.”


“I was thinking—”


“Soph.” Luke crossed his arms.


“Now hear me out!”


“What? What’s going on? What’s happening?” Harper looked back and forth between the siblings.


“Well, I had an idea that I think could work to both your advantages.”


“Our advantage or yours?” Luke snorted.


“If you’ll shut your trap for all of ten seconds, Crabby Patty, I’ll explain.”


“Children. Don’t make me turn this kitchen around,” Harper sighed.


“Look. I’m just going to throw this out there, and you two can decide whether or not it would work. Harper, you have no money, no job, and no place of your own.”


“When you put it like that, it doesn’t sound good.” Harper wrinkled her nose.


“Luke, you just had me draft an office manager job posting, and if you don’t show up at Mom and Dad’s with Harper tomorrow, Mom has June Tyler on standby.”


Luke slammed down his beer. “The June Tyler that I took to a dance in seventh grade? The recently-divorced-with-four-kids June Tyler?”


Sophie nodded. “The very same. Mom figures if you dated her once, you’d date her again.”


“Christ,” Luke muttered and picked up the beer again.


“Hey, I told you if you didn’t start at least pretending to date, Mom was going to take matters into her own hands. She just wants you to be happy.”


Luke shook his head and stared out the window.


“Harper, help me out here,” Sophie pleaded. “My idiot brother may not see the sense here, but you do, don’t you?”


“Are you talking about me pretending to be Luke’s girlfriend?”


“In exchange for a temporary job and a place to live.”


“How temporary?” Harper mused.


Luke was watching her with an eyebrow raised. “Don’t tell me you’re even considering this.”


“I’m starting to get offended by your reaction to me as a fake girlfriend.”


He rolled his eyes. “It’s not you, Harper. It’s the idea of this act just because my family can’t deal with the way I live my life.”


“News for you, big brother, last week I had to stop Aunt Syl from posting an online dating profile for you. Your profile name was ‘Handysome.’”


“Shit.”


Harper tried to smother a laugh but only succeeded in coughing.


Sophie held up her hands. “Luke, I’ve held them off as long as I can. It’s up to you now.”


“How long exactly has it been since you dated, Luke?” Harper interjected.


Luke gave Sophie a long look. “A while,” he said.


Harper kept quiet. There was something in that look that made her think this was more than just a meddling mom trying to marry off a hold-out bachelor.


“I just thought that this situation might work out for both of you.” Sophie walked to him. “What could it hurt, right? And it would just be for a month.”


“What happens in a month?” Harper asked.


“Luke’s unit ships out. They have a six-month deployment to Afghanistan.”


Harper felt her stomach flip-flop. He was deploying?


“So what would Harper do at the end of the month?”


Sophie shrugged. “I don’t know. You guys could stage an epic break-up fight or something.” She turned back to Harper. “If you had a month to make plans, you’d be a lot better off than sleeping on your friend’s couch, right?”


Harper shrugged noncommittally. “I suppose more time would mean a better plan.” And more time with Luke. Pretending to be his girlfriend. Would that mean she would have the opportunity to kiss him? She bit her lip. A place to stay, a job, and an incredibly hot fake boyfriend for a month? What could go wrong?


Luke swiped a hand over his face and then his short hair. “Have any office management experience, Harper?”
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FOUR WEEKS…


You don’t have to do this, you know.” Luke gripped the steering wheel of his truck like it was someone’s neck. Five minutes previous, they had pulled into his parents’ driveway, a winding ribbon of asphalt that led to a charming two-story farmhouse with a porch that wrapped around both sides.


Harper bit her lip to keep from smiling. “Luke, they’re your family. How bad could they be?”


“You’ll see.”


She patted his shoulder. “It’ll be fine, boyfriend. Or should I start calling you something gross like Lukey Bear?”


He grimaced.


“Poor baby, it’ll all be over soon. Let’s get in there and get it over with. Unless you just want to hang out here and make out.”


“You don’t know what they’re like.”


“Are they mean?”


He shook his head. “More like well-meaning. Obsessively so.”


“There are worse problems than a family who loves you and wants you to be happy,” she said, arching an eyebrow.


“I realize that. I’m just having trouble thinking of any right now.”


She pinched him. “I thought you were this big, tough, manly guy. And here you are cowering in the driveway because you’re scared of a little family get-together.”


“I’m not scared.”


“My mistake.” Harper glanced out the window and made a chicken noise.


He sighed and reached over to ruffle her hair. “Come on, dear. Let’s get this party over with.”


“Dear? Seriously? Is that the best you can do?”


They approached the house by way of a meandering walkway. He slung an arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer. He smelled like spices and sawdust. Harper tried to quell the pitter pat of her pulse. It was just a fake relationship. Nothing to get physically excited about. They were doing each other a favor, not actually banging like red-blooded adults.


“Ready?” he whispered in her ear.


Harper was suddenly the nervous one. “What if they don’t like me?” she whispered back.


“Now who’s scared? Trust me, you could have two heads and a criminal record and they’d still want to like you.”


“Because I’m awesome?”


“Because I’m fake dating you.”


Harper snorted.


“Actually that gives me an idea,” he said. “Mind if we have a little fun with this?”


“Oh, way ahead of you. We met online two weeks ago in the Craigslist missed connections,” she said.


“I just couldn’t say no to your topless profile picture.” He guided her up the walk.


“Don’t be modest. That shot of you in just a tool belt was pretty spectacular.”


They stepped up onto the wide front porch, and Harper saw the lace curtain twitch.


“I think they’re watching us,” she said without moving her lips.


“Uh-huh,” he answered through a jaw-straining fake smile.


Luke pushed the bright red Craftsman-style door open without knocking and found the entire family—all eight of them—standing awkwardly in the airy foyer.


“Hi guys.”


“Hello, sweetheart.” A woman with a pixie cut and a soft pink sweater stepped forward to kiss Luke on the cheek. “We were just checking out a squeak in the floor.”


“The one that’s been there for twenty years?”


The woman ignored him and held her hands out to Harper. “You must be Harper. Since my son’s manners seem to have deserted him, I’m his mother, Claire. This is Luke’s dad, Charlie,” she said, gesturing to the tall, silver-haired man at the back of the pack. Charlie raised a hand in a silent greeting.


“Our youngest son, James,” Claire continued, pointing at a slightly younger, leaner version of Luke who was making short work of an apple. He winked at her.


“Sophie, you know,” Claire put her hands on her daughter’s shoulders, and Harper was struck by their resemblance. All dark hair and olive tones. “And this is her husband, Ty Adler, and their little one, Josh.”


“Nice to see you again, Slugger,” Ty, in a hooded sweatshirt and jeans instead of his deputy’s uniform, said while tickling his mini-me toddler on his shoulders.


“This is Uncle Stu and Aunt Syl,” Claire said, waving at the mustached man Luke had pointed out at Remo’s last night and his smiling, lanky wife. “And I think that takes care of the introductions.”


“Hi, um, everyone,” Harper said, waving awkwardly. “I’m Harper.”


“Hi Harper,” they answered in unison.


Luke sighed and took Harper’s hand, leading her through the throng. The floor did, in fact, squeak under her foot.


“Smells good in here, Ma. What’s for lunch?”


The crowd filed into the spacious kitchen behind them. Something bubbled away on the granite island’s range. Claire slapped Luke’s hand away from the glass candy dish.


“Pot roast with mashed potatoes and roasted root vegetables. We’ll be ready in about half an hour, so why don’t you give Harper the grand tour and get out of my way? Harper, can I get you a glass of wine?”


“I’m fine, Mrs. Garrison. But I really would like that tour.”


“It’s Claire, please. And you two go ahead. We’ll call you when lunch is ready.”


“You’re finally going to let me have a girl in my room? It’s about time.” Luke put his hands on Harper’s shoulders and pushed her back down the hallway.


“Sorry,” he whispered in her ear.


She enjoyed the tickle of his breath against her skin. “That was only a little awkward.”


“Awkward and suffocating.” He guided her towards the stairs.


The farmhouse was laid out in a simple four-square formation on the first floor with the two rooms on the right opening into each other to create one large gathering room. Pictures plastered the walls and flat surfaces, and there was a mixture of antiques and modern amenities. It was homey.
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