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  Chapter One




  As April McKenna drove her small car around the bend and approached a tiny town, a good looking, big man with short, reddish brown hair stepped into the street and stuck out his thumb.




  “Yeah, right, Mr. Serial Killer, like I’m going to give you a ride,” she said aloud to herself, speeding up to pass him quickly but unable to direct her gaze away from his.




  She averted her eyes hastily, trying instead to concentrate on sorting out her life. Driving the back roads from Willow Falls, NY to San Francisco gave April time to think. She had finished her MBA and was heading back for an internship in her father’s company, prelude to a staid, boring, corporate life. The thought of such a future left her restless . . . and restlessness was fast turning to unhappiness. April didn’t want to go back . . . didn’t want to live her father’s life. She wanted to break out, but didn’t know how, she she’d always been the good girl, doing the right thing, what was expected of her.




  With her mind occupied, she was driving on automatic pilot and saw the glass scattered in the road too late to avoid it. Her tire lasted another half mile before it blew. She pulled onto a muddy shoulder and got out of the car. She rummaged around in the car trunk having no idea where the spare tire or the jack were or even how to use them if she found them. She pulled out her cell phone only to remember she’d forgotten to recharge it before leaving school. Then she laughed when she realized there was no one to call anyway. You’re supposed to hang something white on the door handle when you need help. April returned to the car, took off her white lace panties, the only white object she had and hung them on the door handle, closed the door and waited.




  Only a few houses dotted the lonely country road, but acre after acre of green fields was bursting with ripe crops. Standing on tiptoe, she could barely make out a farmhouse in the distance. The tall corn stalks of late July blocked her car from view by anyone at the house.




  Half an hour passed and no car came by. Was she about to spend the night there in her car? Then she saw him in the rear view mirror. It was Mr. Serial Killer, coming around the bend, and heading straight for her car. She felt panic rise in her chest as she locked all the doors and hunkered down.




  He walked up to the car and knocked on the window, startling April, who jumped. When she turned to look at him, he was smiling at her.




  “Flat?” He asked.




  She nodded.




  “Pop the trunk,” he said.




  Can’t you get inside the car through the trunk? He could attack me . . .




  “Take it easy. I’m not a mass murderer. Want to help you change your tire,” he called to her.




  April popped the trunk. If she didn’t want to spend the night alone in the dark, accepting his help was her only choice.




  “Are these yours?” he asked, plucking her panties off the door handle and holding them up to the car window. The white lace bikinis looked ridiculously small in his large hand.




  April felt heat seep into her face and knew she had turned several shades of red. Avoiding the stranger’s gaze, she opened the car window and snatched the panties from him. He laughed, shook his head and headed for the trunk, as she struggled to put the panties back on while sitting in the front seat.




  “Easier to jack up the car if you’re not in it,” he called to her.




  Reluctantly, she got out of the car, keeping an eye on him and perched on a large rock at a safe distance to watch him, hugging her knees to her chest.




  “Rusty,” he said, extending his hand after taking off his backpack.




  “April,” she responded, wrinkling her nose with distaste at the sight of dirt coating his hand.




  “Oh, yeah, sorry. Greasy.” He wiped his hand on his jeans.




  He worked for forty-five minutes, jacking up the car then changing the tire. April watched him with interest. As he began to sweat, he removed his T-shirt. April stared at his strong chest covered with reddish hair, feeling a desire to touch it. The muscles in Rusty’s arms worked as he attached the jack and began to pump it up, moving the car higher and higher. He was tall, about six foot four inches, broad and strong. He shot her an easy grin from time to time.




  “What’s a beautiful woman like you doing stranded out here? Where you headed?” He asked, looking her over with appreciation in his eyes.




  “San Francisco. You?” She said, blushing slightly under his gaze.




  “I’ve got a week to get to Allentown for a job. At the rate I’m going, it’ll take me a week to walk it.” He worked the tire iron on the lug nuts.




  She laughed. “Why kind of job?”




  “Driving a truck to New York City and back. It pays well.”




  “You going to live in Allentown?”




  “Of course. Where are you coming from?”




  “Got my MBA from Kensington State University. Heading home.”




  “Going back to a job?”




  “Uh . . . an internship. But I don’t want to. I’m not sure what I want to do.”




  “After all that time with college and graduate school and you still don’t know what you want to do? Heck . . . a lot of money down the drain.”




  “Education doesn’t always tell you what you want to do in life.”




  “True enough. Still going home, eh?” He leaned against the car.




  “It’s expected.”




  “Car’s ready. You should replace the dead tire because if this one blows, you’re out of luck,” he pointed out, putting his shirt back on.




  “Thanks. Get in,” she said, standing up, and brushing herself off.




  “You giving me a ride?”




  She shrugged and gave a nod.




  “Well, I can promise not to strangle and murder you . . . but I might kiss you,” he said.




  “Thanks for fixing the tire. I’m taking you all the way to Allentown,” she said.




  “No way! You are? Fantastic.”




  “The least I can do . . . it’s not far out of my way and . . . I’m in no hurry.”




  “Up for a little journey?” he asked her with a wicked grin on his face.




  “Maybe.” She looked him over, thinking about his offer of adventure.




  “Let’s get some food. There’s a diner down the road a ways and I’m buying,” he said, holding the door open for her.




  She smiled up at him as he closed the car door.




  ****




  April opened her eyes and sat up, not totally aware of her surroundings. She was in the back seat of a car and it had been ten months since she’d met Rusty on the side of the road. Terrible pain tore through her midsection whenever she moved.




  “You’re up?” the woman driving the car said.




  “Where am I?”




  “Heading toward Pine Grove. I’m Sunny Foster, your mom’s friend. I picked you up at the hospital an hour ago?”




  April’s head was fuzzy. She lay back down on the seat and closed her eyes; her dreams began. She saw her car with Rusty behind the wheel. She was walking . . . no running toward the car. There was a click, then an explosion. Debris went airborne, then a plastic garbage can came flying at her. She put up her arms to fend it off, but the force of the can slamming into her arms turned them into weapons, breaking one rib and bruising two more. The can knocked her on the ground where her head hit hard . . . she lost consciousness.




  Rusty! Rusty’s dead. Yeah, Rusty’s dead. April’s eyes fluttered open again for a few seconds then closed again, as she tried to disappear into sleep. It was too soon for her to face the truth about the horrible accident.




   




  Chapter Two




  She slept until Sunny pulled up in front of a large Victorian house, where Sunny’s husband, Mike, was waiting to help her out of the car. When the car stopped, April smiled weakly at the couple. She checked her wrist. The shimmering, glittery narrow band was still there. The band-turned-bracelet was made from the collar of her beloved cat, Sasha. When the cat died at fifteen, five years earlier, her mother fashioned a bracelet out of the collar for April, and she rarely took it off.




  Mike picked up her suitcase and hauled it into the guest room on the first floor. April, grimacing in pain, slid out of the car with Sunny’s help.




  “I have a prescription for pain meds I’ll get filled for you. In the meantime, your doctor gave me some medication. Let’s get inside so you can take it.”




  April climbed the stairs slowly.




  “Would it help if I carried you?” Mike asked.




  He went over and picked her up but put her down quickly when she screamed in pain. Taking the stairs slowly, April was able to make it into the kitchen. She smelled a fragrant pot of fresh coffee brewing while Sunny made lunch. The homey smell warmed her and made her feel welcome. They all sat down to eat. April was banged up with a black eye, cuts and bruises on her face, shoulders and chest, one wrist was in a small cast. Adding to the insult, she’d also suffered a concussion.




  “What happened to you?” Mike asked, taking a swig of his coffee, trying not to stare at April.




  “An explosion . . . I was too close,” she said, quickly, not wishing to relive it. .




  Sunny handed her two pills and pushed a glass of water over to her.




  “Your mom was my mentor when I was studying art at Kensington State, quite a while ago,” Sunny said.




  “She called you?” April put the pills in her mouth then washed them down with a gulp of water.




  “The hospital called her and I’m much closer, so she called me. We’re happy to have you here with us, April . . . wish it was under different circumstances,” Sunny said, taking April’s hand.




  Her finger came up against a ring on April’s finger. She glanced at it.




  “You were engaged? To whom?”




  ”Rusty.” April shifted in her seat as tears clouded her eyes. “He asked me to marry him about a week before the explosion,” she explained.




  “Your mom didn’t tell me you lost your fiancé.”




  “She doesn’t know.”




  “You didn’t tell her you were engaged?”




  “They wouldn’t have liked Rusty, and now . . . it doesn’t matter,” She said, two tears slipping down her cheek.




  Sunny was overwhelmed with emotion and gave April a gentle hug.




  “Stay with us as long as you need to, April,” Mike said.




  “Thank you. I don’t know what I would have done without you two,” she said.




  April spent most of the next week sleeping. When she was awake she was weepy, thinking about Rusty and her life, writing her thoughts and feelings in her diary. While she was in bed, Missy, Mike’s black lab mix lay down on the floor next to her bed and Trixie, Sunny’s pug climbed into bed with April, curling up next to her legs. Missy licked the tears off April’s face. Crying made her ribs hurt, so she tried hard to control her emotions, with help from the dogs who often were silly enough to make her laugh, which caused equal pain.




  ****




  Miles away, in Allentown, Juan sat in a booth in Googie’s Diner facing his friend.




  “Says here . . . our guy, Rusty, was killed when his car exploded.”




  “Yeah? Rusty’s dead?”




  “That’s what it says.”




  “So where’s the money?




  “Good question, Caleb.”




  ****




  By the middle of the second week, April felt stronger and the bruises started to fade. Saturday morning she got under a hot shower, which made her aching body feel better. She could hear the sounds of construction coming from the room across from hers. Mike and Sunny were turning it into a nursery because they were planning to have a child.




  April dried her long, lustrous, dark brown hair, which fell to her shoulders in loose curls framing her bruised oval face. Her eyes, so dark they were almost black, reflected her troubles. Her black eye was turning yellow and the bruise on her delicate chin matched it.




  She wrapped a towel around her body and tucked the corner in between her breasts, picked up her hair dryer and opened the bathroom door. She walked into the living room and ran smack dab into the best looking man she’d ever seen coming around the corner. She bumped into him and grabbed her towel to secure it. He steadied her with his big hands on her elbows as his gaze met hers. They stopped and stared. April felt a sizzle, like an electric current rise up her arms and shoulders from the touch of his hands.




  Standing about six feet tall with a slender but strong build, the intriguing stranger had the bluest eyes and darkest hair imaginable. His eyebrows were thick, sideburns perfectly clipped and two days growth of beard appeared on his long, narrow face. She couldn’t take her eyes off him.




  Gavin’s gaze took in her glossy brown hair, lovely face, black-and-blue marks and all, then traveled down her towel-clad body slowly, stopping to rest on the swell of her breasts above the towel before sliding down to examine her lovely legs. Heat traveled through his hands and up his arms. He was obviously entranced and rendered speechless by her five feet four inches normally attractive, now painfully colorful. His eyebrows lifted as he eyed her bruised shoulders.




  “What happened to you?” he muttered, dropping his hands from her arms.




  “Got in the way of an explosion,” she explained.




  He nodded, then eyed the engagement ring on her hand.




  “Gavin Dailey,” he said, extending his hand.




  “April McKenna.”




  Her hands were too full to shake his and as she looked down at them, she remembered she was wearing only a towel. Her hand flew to secure the towel’s precarious tuck at her chest while her face flamed. She sputtered something unintelligible and ran from the room, hearing the sound of his low chuckle behind her.




  ****




  Gavin was taping the molding in the spare room before he painted when his focus was interrupted by the squeaky hinge on the guest bedroom door. He spotted April coming out of the room. His eagle eye noticed she wasn’t wearing her engagement ring. His gaze swept over her form offering frank male appreciation as she approached the back door. She looked up at him as she passed and he smiled at her. A small smile played at her lips before she turned away and continued on her path.




  Gavin walked to the door, his eyes followed her outside; she was flanked by a dog on either side. He watched the sway of her hips and the bounce of her hair when she descended the half dozen steps to the backyard. The dogs took off, running. April tried to run but pain stopped her and she stood still; feeling his gaze, she turned to look at him. Gavin’s eyes met hers, his breath stopping for a moment before he went back to work. April’s fingers raked her hair as she turned away from the house.




  He winced when he saw her doubled over from the pain. He wanted to fold her in his arms, soothe her with kisses until each bruise disappeared. A slight heat crept into his cheeks when he remembered the engagement ring she wore. Never before had he wanted another man’s woman; this was the first time.




  ****




  At dinner time, April helped set the table while Sunny and Mike made dinner together and sang to each other, warming up for their evening performance. Mike sang at The Roadhouse on Friday and Saturday nights with a scruffy little band he’d put together and named Electricity. Some weekends, Sunny sang with him.




  April felt like she was intruding on the newlyweds when Mike moved up behind Sunny and wound his arms around her waist. She leaned back against him while he nuzzled her neck and sang softly to her. They behaved like a couple in love, which they were. But April found it embarrassing, and even though she knew it was unintentional, they sometimes made her feel like a third wheel.




  Their song was “Hello Again,” a Neil Diamond song. It reminded them of how they reconnected twenty years after their last meeting. It was then their childhood affection for each other blossomed into love. Married a little over a year, they wanted a family. Mike loved to joke about getting Sunny pregnant. While April felt uncomfortable by some of his jokes because she didn’t know the couple well, his wife merely laughed with him.




  Before they left for The Roadhouse, Sunny applied cover up makeup to April’s facial bruises. April wore a low cut red jersey dress and Sunny a dark blue one. They donned light coats as it was not yet May and still chilly in Pine Grove, a small town located in upstate New York.




  When they got to the restaurant, the band was already seated at their usual table, anticipating meeting the new filly. Doobie, the tallest and youngest member of the band was wearing jeans, long-sleeved shirt and bow tie. Jack, the senior member was dressed in a flannel shirt and jeans and Al, the shyest of the four, wore a plaid shirt, jeans and navy blue jacket.




  The band members stood up when Sunny and April walked in. Mike made the introductions.




  “Who beat you up?” Al asked April.




  She looked at him with startled eyes, surprised by his frankness but made no reply.




  “Al can’t talk to women,” Doobie joked.




  “She was in an explosion,” Sunny explained to Al.




  The man in plaid with a slightly large nose blushed. “Sorry.”




  “It’s all right, Al.” April laughed it off.




  She stopped laughing when she noticed Gavin standing near the table.




  “Gavin! How nice to see you. Join us,” Sunny offered.




  “Do you know April?” Mike asked Gavin.




  “You look different with your clothes on—” he began, then stopped talking and blushed furiously.




  “She’s only been here ten days, Gavin. That’s fast, even for you!” Mike snickered.




  “She was in a towel . . . when I met her, I mean,” he stammered.




  “Gavin, pull up a chair,” Sunny said, watching two faces turn red.




  Gavin grabbed a chair and squeezed between Al and April, quietly moving his arm around the back of her chair.




  “What did you have to invite him for, Sunny?” Al whined.




  “Grow up, Al. You don’t stand a chance with a chick looks like April anyway,” Jack said.




  “Not with him here,” Al said, pointing at Gavin.




  Gavin chuckled.




  The waitress came over to their table. “Do y’all know what you want?”




  The others ordered, then she got to Al.




  “Give me the lonely man’s special. . .” he said.




  ****




  They returned home, tired and subdued, and they all went to bed, but by two in the morning, April was still awake. She picked up her diary and went to the kitchen for a cup of tea while she recorded the events of the day. She was scribbling away when Sunny tiptoed in.




  “Couldn’t sleep?” Sunny asked.




  She shook her head, closing her diary.




  “Rusty?”




  “Among other things.”




  Sunny raised an eyebrow.




  “I’ve messed up, Sunny. I was supposed to go home from Kensington, but I met Rusty and went to Allentown with him. We took a couple of days to get there, camping out under the moonlight together. . .”




  “It sounds romantic.”




  “It was. He was so sweet to me I decided to stay with him. When I told my parents I wasn’t coming back for a while, they went ballistic. I didn’t tell them where I was or where I was going or when I was coming back. Mom got in the car to come after me but before she even got out of California, she was in an accident. She’s still doing physical therapy. Dad blames me and I suppose it is my fault.”




  Sunny took April’s hand.




  “It isn’t your fault.”




  “I’d been with Rusty since last July. We lived together and my parents hated it. So I stopped speaking to them. I got a new cell phone . . . and didn’t give them the number. I wanted something different . . . to make my own choices. Now Rusty is dead. I’m alone. They hate me. . .” April stopped, emotion closing up her throat, tears stinging her eyes.




  Sunny squeezed her hand.




  “You’re entitled to live your own life, April. You’re not responsible for Rusty’s accident either. None of this is your fault and I’m sure your folks don’t hate you. You’re twenty-six, right? Old enough to make your own choices. Maybe you should talk to them.”




  “I can’t. If I talk to them, they’ll talk me into coming home with them . . . and being miserable. I’m not ready yet.”




  “Okay. You don’t have to. I’m going to call your mom tomorrow with a report on how well you’re doing here. I’ll tell them you’re out or sleeping or something.”




  “Thank you.”




  A sleepy Mike entered the kitchen, and Sunny poured him a cup of tea.




  “A tea party at this hour?”




  “April couldn’t sleep . . . neither could I.”




  “I could, until I found half the bed empty,” he said.




  He sat down next to Sunny and sipped his tea.




  “Girl talk?” He asked.




  April yawned. “Back to bed for me,” she said, hugging Sunny, “thank you.”




  Mike stood up and took Sunny’s hand.




  “Since we’re up. . .” he started, his eyes glistening.




  “Try, try and try again, eh, Mike?” Sunny said, laughing.




  “You read my mind,” he said, taking her hand and leading her back to the bedroom.




   




  Chapter Three




  The next morning, Sunny woke up early. She rolled over, slipped her arm around Mike, spooning herself into him, and then kissed the back of his neck.




  “Hmmm. Someone’s awake . . . and ready for action,” he murmured.




  “I’m worried about April,” Sunny said.




  He rolled over and pulled her into his arms.




  “What’s wrong?”




  “She’s pretty upset about Rusty and things with her parents. I’m afraid she might bolt. I feel responsible for her. I told Barbara I’d watch out for her, but if she has to deal with them again and things don’t go well . . . I wouldn’t be surprised if she ran away. I don’t know what to do.”




  “If you want to ask her to stay here longer, it’s fine with me.”




  “You read my mind,” she said, smiling.




  “It’s settled then,” he said, kissing her neck.




  “You’re the best,” Sunny said, slipping her arms around his neck.




  “Why don’t we let her stay in the cabin at The Birches? She can have her privacy there and we can have ours here,” he suggested.




  “Brilliant idea,” she said.




  “That’s why you married me, for my mind, right?” he teased.




  “No more talking, Mister,” she said, pulling him into a passionate kiss.




  ****




  April was up early. She fed the dogs and took them out back for a walk. Gavin was up even earlier and sitting on the roof of the firehouse with binoculars, watching over the lake. He often went up there to watch for eagles and other raptors. This morning he couldn’t find the eagles but he moved the binocs over to the old Victorian and saw April go out in the backyard with the dogs.




  He got down and ambled over to the yard. She was sitting on a bench near the garden when he entered the gate and greeted her.




  “Howdy,”




  She jumped.




  “Didn’t mean to scare you,” he said, moving to the bench next to her.




  “You don’t scare me.” She was lying; he could see it in her eyes.




  He stared at her lips for a moment, wondering what they tasted like and how long he’d have to wait to find out before turning his gaze to the dogs. “Don’t want to scare you. If I wanted to . . . I could,” he said, shooting her a wicked grin.




  “Stop teasing,” she said.




  “Not teasing. Where is your ring?”




  “My ring? I’m not engaged anymore . . . so I took it off.” She shrugged, rubbing her thumb and forefinger around the base of her ring finger.




  “Dumped the guy?”




  “He died.”




  “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know,” he said, putting his arm around her. Open mouth, insert foot.




  “Look, farm boy. . .”




  “I’m no farm boy.”




  “You’re not? I suppose you’re a world traveler?” She asked him, arching an eyebrow.




  “Might be . . . for all you know.”




  “I’m going to be, a world traveler. I’m moving on from this little place soon,” she said, waving her hand to include the lush farmland and barn.




  “Where you going?”




  “I don’t—I don’t know . . . yet. But. . .” she stammered and blushed.




  “I’ve been places. . .”




  “Oh? Where? Oak Bend? Willow Falls?” She asked, arching an eyebrow, her hands on her hips.




  “Paris.”




  “You’ve been to Paris?” She asked, getting to her feet.




  “Jealous?” He responded, stepping closer to her.




  “Maybe…a little, perhaps,” she said, coughing nervously, backing away from him, “what were you doing in Paris?”




  “I studied there for two years, Mademoiselle,” he said, walking up to her.




  “C’est vrai?” She responded, moving away from him.




  “Bien sur, jeune fille,” he retorted.




  “I’m no jeune fille,” she shot back, inching toward the tool shed.




  “I’m no ‘boy’ either,” he said, following her.




  “What did you study in Paris, Farm Boy?” She moved close to the shed.




  Gavin followed her, determined to make his point all the while drawn to her like a moth to a flame.




  “I studied French language, culture, and. . .” He got in front of her, forcing her back against the shed.




  Gavin put a hand against the wall on either side of her head, and moved right up against her, his chest lightly touching hers. They were close enough he could smell the freshness of her newly washed hair, feel the warmth of her breath on his neck, close enough for their lips to meet. Trying hard to resist her, he leaned down slightly, his lips barely touching her ear.




  “. . . and . . . how to make love to a woman,” he whispered. “Would you like me to show you?”




  His breath was warm on her neck, his lips, only a fraction of an inch from her skin, he saw the pulse beat wildly in her throat. Her breathing became shallow. He lowered his lips to barely brush her skin starting with the place where her rapid pulse was visible and skimming down slowly to her shoulder and back up again. She closed her eyes for a moment, then put her hands against this hard chest and pushed him away.




  “I believe you,” she gasped, moving away quickly, smoothing back her hair, her hands shaking slightly.




  He laughed at her and pulled at the collar of his shirt. . “No more ‘farm boy’,” he ordered.




  “Okay, no more farm boy,” she agreed, her dark brown eyes wide.




  He followed her back to the bench and sat close to her. He bent his head to her neck again and inhaled deeply, closing his eyes.




  “Thought I recognized it . . . spring roses,” he said.




  “What?”




  “That’s what you smell like. I’m going to call you ‘Springtime’,” he said.




  “Why?”




  “Because your name is April and you smell like spring roses,” he said, standing up.




  She looked up at him, her lips parted in a smile. “I like it.”




  ****




  By ten o’clock, dressed in old jeans worn in the knees and faded with a thousand washings and a black T-shirt, Gavin drew a paintbrush back and forth, creating a wide mint green border around the molding of the wall in the spare bedroom. He tried to concentrate on painting but the smell of spring roses stuck with him, despite the strong odor of fresh paint. He imagined smelling the delicate scent everywhere he turned, expecting to see April but was always disappointed. When the fire alarm went off, the loud noise frightened all three dogs, which began to bark loudly. Gavin counted three short blasts and one long one. With a sigh, he put down his paintbrush.




  “Mike!” he called, “I gotta go.”




  Gavin took long strides toward the door. April sat up in the living room where she was writing in her leather bound diary. She raised her eyebrows at him as if to ask where he was going.




  “There’s a fire . . . near Meadow Lane, three short, one long…” he said before he stepped through the door, ran to his truck, threw it in gear and sped out of the driveway.




  ****




  April remembered he wasn’t just a painter, but also a member of the Oak Bend fire department covering Pine Grove, too.




  “Did Gavin leave?” Mike asked.




  April nodded moving to the front door where she could get a better look at what was happening. With its siren blasting, the fire engine raced down the street. Firemen shrugging into their heavy black coats as the truck rumbled along.




  Secretly, she admired his bravery to fight fires and rescue strangers. She didn’t know much about it, but knew it was a dangerous job. Often the people who got hurt the most in a fire were the firemen. She put away her journal and went for a walk down to the lake. She could smell smoke in the air and followed the scent. It was a warm day for the beginning of May, and she was comfortable in only her T-shirt and jeans.




  As she got closer to the smoky smell, she saw a yellow farmhouse near the lake. Sunny had told April that Gavin lived there with his aunt and uncle. A slender woman with gray hair was sweeping the front porch—she must be Gavin’s aunt. The fire engine came around the bend on its way back to the firehouse, and stopped in front of the yellow house to let Gavin off before speeding away. After a conversation with his aunt, Gavin headed around to the back of the house.




  April approached quietly, then backed up, moving to the side where she could watch him without detection. Gavin stood at a faucet with the water running. Black soot stained his shirt and face. April hovered at the edge partially hidden by a copse of trees, watching as he took his shirt off and rinsed it out in the water and placed it on a large, flat clean stone. She felt awkward, since he was undressing and she was spying on him, but he was too attractive for her to look away. She watched as he picked up a piece of soap and worked up a good lather in his hands. He scrubbed his head, then his chest. Strong arm muscles worked as he soaped up the dark hair on his chest. He was beautifully formed, with a strong broad chest and shoulders tapering to a narrow waist. His abs were developed but not like a muscleman’s, they were firm but normal looking. She grew warm watching him, and tiny beads of sweat broke out on her forehead. The muscles in his back worked as he stretched around to get himself clean. Then he ducked his head and chest under the faucet, rinsing off the soap.




  April’s lips felt dry, her throat parched. She was mesmerized, drawn by his masculine beauty and unable to move or stop staring.




  He reached for the button on his jeans and she panicked, realizing he was about to take off his pants. Blushing deeply, she turned to leave, stepping on a big twig which snapped under her foot. He stopped immediately and turned around. A big grin appeared on his face as he spied her making her getaway.




  “Hey, April! Where you going?” He hollered over to her as he grabbed a towel and began drying his torso.




  April was too embarrassed to speak and froze where she was while he made his way over to her.




  “What are you doing over here?” He asked her.




  “Following the fire, until. . .”




  “You got distracted watching me get undressed, huh?” He said, laughing at her.




  “I . . . I . . . didn’t know what. . .” she stuttered, feeling more heat creep into her face.




  “It’s okay, Springtime. I’m glad you’re here,” he said softly, moving closer to her.




  Her eyes grew wide as he got closer.




  “Aunt Laura doesn’t like me to come into the house directly from a fire. Says I bring the smoke smell inside with me. So I undress out back, rinse out my clothes and then go in. You stopped me before the show got good,” he snickered.




  “I didn’t mean to . . . I never would have . . . really had no idea. . .”




  He laughed. “I don’t mind you watching me undress . . . as long as you return the favor some time.” He joked, his gaze moving over her body with obvious admiration.
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