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Francesca Marcelli had only been pregnant for twenty minutes and already her back hurt.


“Talk about realistic,” she muttered, adjusting the straps that held her fake eight-months-pregnant belly in place. The size was daunting enough—she couldn’t see her feet or find a comfortable sitting position—but the weight was the real killer. Someone with a twisted sense of humor had decided to simulate what felt like the pressure of a baby elephant. The small of her back screamed out in protest, while unexpected pressure on her bladder made her want to duck into the nearest ladies’ room.


“All for a good cause,” she reminded herself.


Francesca shifted to ease the throbbing in her back and leaned against the heavy cart she’d maneuvered into the service elevator of the six-story bank building. When the doors opened, she shoved her overloaded cart into the main hallway. Stacks of boxes wobbled precariously and threatened to tumble onto the carpeted floor.


It was just after five on a Friday afternoon. All around her dozens of businesspeople headed for the main elevators to start their weekend. Francesca pushed up her glasses and paused to smooth down the front of the ugliest maternity dress she’d been able to find. The oversize collar dwarfed her shoulders and made her head look too small. The pinks and roses of the busy floral print sucked all the color from her pale olive skin. She’d brushed powder into her hair to lighten it to a mousy brown. The little makeup she’d put on had been applied to make her look tired, drawn, and unattractive.


She glanced at her watch, then squared her shoulders as she prepared to begin work.


“Show time,” she said softly, not that anyone was listening.


Three men from the insurance office at the end of the hall walked past her without even giving her a nod. Francesca continued to push her pile of packages slowly against the flow of foot traffic. Two women in suits gave her a quick, sympathetic smile. A man and a woman, both carrying expensive-looking briefcases, followed. The woman looked, the man didn’t.


Another corridor branched to the left. Francesca shifted her cart to make the turn. Several boxes went tumbling. A single man walked by without breaking his stride. A college-age girl stopped long enough to help Francesca pick up the boxes, then hurried toward the elevator with a call to “Wait for me!”


Five minutes later Francesca reached her destination—an office she’d scouted out the previous week, chosen because the company had recently shut down. There she was, pregnant, lost, overloaded with more than a dozen boxes to be delivered, and no one to accept them. Had she been any sort of an actress, she might have been able to force out a tear or two.


The rules stipulated she was not allowed to directly ask for help. It had to be offered. She would wait for the required thirty minutes, mentally tallying who ignored her, who smiled, and who, if anyone, stopped to actually offer assistance.


This was a high-powered crowd with expensive tastes and busy lives. She didn’t hold out much hope for rescue. In her experience—


“You look lost.”


Francesca whirled around to see a tall man standing beside her cart. A tall, good-looking man in a dark blue power suit.


“Hi,” she said before preparing to launch into her canned speech about needing to deliver packages to a nonexistent firm. Except she couldn’t remember anything she was supposed to say.


The man waited patiently. He had dark blond hair and sort of tawny-colored eyes. There was an intensity to his expression that reminded her of predators watching prey. A shiver rippled through her as she thought of gazelles being brought down for the kill. Unfortunately in her current condition she was more water buffalo than gazelle.


He looked confident, important, and powerful. Not the sort of person who should be stopping to help an unattractive pregnant woman in trouble. Men like him sent assistants to take care of life’s unpleasant details.


“Do you speak English?” he asked, enunciating each word clearly.


“What? Oh. Of course.” She sucked in a breath, not sure what could be wrong with her. She would blame her sudden mental hiccup on food poisoning, only she hadn’t eaten anything that day. “I’m, ah—” Francesca cleared her throat. Brain function returned and she launched into her spiel.


“Hi. I’m Francesca. I’m supposed to be delivering these packages here—” She motioned to the closed and locked office door. “But there seems to be a problem.”


The man glanced first at the boxes, all carefully addressed to the defunct company, then to the door where a hand-lettered sign said that Malcolm and White Data Tech was no more.


“Bringing these here was the last thing my boss told me to do before he left town,” she went on. “If I don’t get them delivered, he’s going to kill me.”


In an effort to look terrified, Francesca thought about how little she had in her checking account and how that pesky electric bill was going to come due soon. Eventually she would reap the rewards of her postgraduate education, but until she could actually slap the letters Ph.D. after her name, she seemed destined to a life of poverty.


“You’ll have to risk his fury,” the man said calmly. “These boxes aren’t going anywhere today. That company closed the door about ten days ago. From what I’ve heard, the main players skipped town with the last few dollars left, leaving several employees with lots of angry customers and no paychecks. What’s your name again?”


“Francesca Marcelli.”


He smiled at her. A genuine, happy-to-meet-you smile that made the corners of his eyes crinkle and caused her palms to suddenly start to sweat. This was the most fun she’d had in days.


Her rescuer introduced himself as Sam Reese.


“Let’s get you out of this hallway, and we’ll figure out what we’re going to do next.”


We? They were a we ?


Sam took charge of the cart, wheeling it down the hallway with an ease that made her envious. Of course, he didn’t have to worry about a pregnant belly getting in the way of his actions. She trailed after him, wondering what the next step would be. How far was Sam willing to take things? In situations like this—a nonemergency—people generally stopped at the point of inconvenience.


“Just through there,” he said, pointing to a set of double glass doors.


Before Francesca could read the name of the company, one of the doors opened and a huge man stepped into the hallway. She involuntarily came to a stop to stare.


The man had to be at least six feet seven. He was built like a mountain with a massive neck and shoulders broad enough to support a couple of trailer homes. Dark-skinned, with penetrating eyes and a firm, unsmiling mouth, he looked both dangerous and more than a little scary.


“Sam,” the man said, glancing between her rescuer and herself. “Is there a problem?”


“I think there might be.” Sam looked back at her. “Ms. Marcelli was trying to make a delivery to Malcolm and White.”


“They split last week.”


“As I explained to Ms. Marcelli.” He motioned to the cart. “Take this inside, Jason. Store it in one of the conference rooms.” He turned his attention back to her. “If your employer’s expecting payment for a delivery, that isn’t going to happen. At least not right now. Come on inside and we’ll get this situation straightened out.”


Francesca found herself being ushered into a plush office with a gray and burgundy waiting area. An attractive woman in her early forties manned the front desk. She spoke over a headset as they walked by, pausing only to nod at Sam.


“I can search out Malcolm and White,” Sam said as they moved down a long corridor decorated with elegant prints and the occasional slim table pushed up against a wall. “I’ve been looking for an excuse to track them down.”


He sounded fierce as he spoke, as if he had a personal beef with the missing businessmen. Francesca trailed after him, torn between wondering why Sam Reese would care if a company in his building closed and trying to figure out what she’d gotten herself into. They passed several large conference rooms, what looked like classrooms, and a few offices containing large desks, computers, and file cabinets. All generic stuff that didn’t hint at the kind of business done here.


At the end of the hall they made a left, then a quick right before stopping in front of an open foyer containing a large desk and computer setup manned by a well-dressed young man wearing a sport coat.


“Jack, this is Ms. Marcelli.”


The young man, probably around twenty-five and built like a football player, rose to his feet. “Nice to meet you, ma’am.”


Francesca walked to the desk to shake hands. As she did so, her purse slipped down her arm and plopped onto the ground before she could catch it.


“Oops,” she said, bending down to pick it up.


As she straightened, all the blood rushed from her head, causing the room to spin and her body to sway. For a split second she thought she was going down.


Less than a heartbeat later a strong arm encircled her, holding her in place. “Ms. Marcelli? Are you all right? Is it the baby?”


Baby? What… oh, the baby.


Francesca shook her head slightly. Her sense of equilibrium returned enough for her to realize she was standing amazingly close to Sam. Close enough to see the surprisingly dark lashes framing his eyes. Speaking of which—she stared more intently—seen from such a close range, his eyes were the most unusual color. Light brown, shot with gold. Otherworldly eyes. Cat eyes.


Cat eyes on a powerful man. She felt both the heat of him and the strength. Somehow she’d always assumed that executives in expensive suits were sort of wimpy under all that designer wool. She had been seriously wrong.


“Ms. Marcelli?”


Tension filled his voice. She shook her head again and tried to shrug free of his hold. When he didn’t release her, she gave him a quick smile.


“I’m fine.”


“You nearly fainted.”


“I know. I haven’t eaten today. I do that sometimes. Work distracts me. Then I get low blood sugar.”


“That can’t be good for the child.”


As there was no child, his concern made her feel a little guilty.


“I’m fine,” she repeated. “Really.”


He slowly removed his arm from around her waist. “Jack, bring Ms. Marcelli some herb tea. There’s a selection in the coffee room. Nothing with caffeine. Also, check to see if there are any sandwiches left from the lunch meeting.”


Francesca thought about protesting again, but before she could figure out what to say without blowing her cover, she found herself being ushered into an office the size of Utah.


Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a view of Santa Barbara and mountains from one wall and Santa Barbara and a hint of ocean from the other. Tasteful paintings decorated the remaining walls. Two large leather sofas formed a conversational area in a corner. Between them and the desk was enough room to hold a kickboxing class.


Sam settled her on the sofa, then sat next to her. Before she knew what was going on, he had her hand resting in his and his fingers on the inside of her wrist.


“Your pulse is rapid. Would you like me to call your doctor?”


She generally went to student health services whenever she needed a checkup. Somehow she didn’t think her friendly chitchat with the nurse practitioner qualified as having a doctor of her own.


Although she would have to admit that having her hand cradled by a handsome man held a certain thrill. He was warm, solid, and plenty sexy. Had she looked slightly more appealing than something gacked up by a stray cat, she might have tried smiling, flirting, and witty conversation. Not that she could think of anything witty right at the moment.


“No doctor calling,” she insisted, reluctantly drawing her hand free of his. “There’s nothing wrong with me. Although I have been taking up too much of your time.”


She started to rise. Sam kept her in her seat with nothing more than a steady gaze.


“Have some tea,” he said. “You’ll feel better.”


Both were an order.


Before she could protest, Jack appeared carrying a tray. There was a steaming mug of tea, along with a wrapped deli sandwich.


“We only have turkey left,” the young man said apologetically as he set the tray on the glass coffee table.


The small amount of guilt she’d felt before doubled in size. “Look. You’re being really nice—both of you. But there’s no need to fuss.”


The men ignored her. “Get on the computer,” Sam told his assistant. “See if you can track down either Malcolm or White. You’ll find a file in the usual place.” He turned his considerable attention back to her. “You said your boss had left for the day. How do you get in touch with him? I want to let him know that the boxes can’t be delivered. I’ll also make arrangements for them to be returned to him.” His fierce expression softened slightly. “He should never have left you to take care of them yourself.”


“I didn’t mind,” she said weakly, feeling the floor beneath her crumbling into quicksand. In a matter of seconds she was going to sink so deep, no one would ever find her. “And you can’t get in touch with him. He’s, um, heading for the airport. To, ah, get on a plane.”


She mentally winced. Lying had never come easily to her. Heading to the airport to get on a plane? Why else did people go to the airport?


Francesca sighed. Somehow this experiment had gotten out of hand. According to her research, Sam shouldn’t have stopped to help her, and he should never have taken things this far. The man was messing with her data.


“What airline? What flight?” He pulled a small leather-covered notebook from his jacket pocket.


Francesca didn’t know what to say. “You won’t be able to track him down.”


“Try me.”


Uh-oh. She was in way over her head. She gave Jack a frantic “rescue me” look which he either didn’t get or chose to ignore. Jason, the big and strong, poked his head in the office to inform them that he’d put the boxes in Conference Room 2. Jack disappeared with Jason, closing the door behind them. Leaving her very much alone with a man obviously capable of ruling the universe.


“So, Ms. Marcelli, your boss’s flight? His name would help, as well.”


“Please call me Francesca,” she said and reached for the tea. Her stomach growled, but she refused to touch the sandwich. Not while she was here under false pretenses. “Can you really get in contact with someone on a plane?”


“If I have to. It would be easier to reach him before he left. Is he driving down to Los Angeles, or taking a corporate flight out of Santa Barbara.”


Francesca thought of all the times she’d created situations to find out if strangers would take the trouble to stop and help her. She’d had nice old ladies offer her rides, friendly couples give her directions, even the odd schoolkid help her find a lost dog. But never had anyone taken things as far as Sam Reese.


She drew in a deep breath. “You’ve been great,” she said. “Really terrific. I don’t know how to thank you.”


His tawny gaze settled on her face. She regretted her dull-colored hair and oversize glasses, not to mention the deliberately unflattering makeup. Successful, gorgeous men like him didn’t much inhabit her grad-school world. Why couldn’t she have put on her sexy biker-girl disguise today instead of ugly-pregnant-woman?


Sam waited patiently. As if he had all the time in the world. As if he was used to people being reluctant to give up information.


“If you don’t want me to track down your boss, that’s your decision,” he said. “At least eat something. For the baby, if not for yourself.”


She really wished he would stop mentioning the pregnancy. Okay, so in all the years she’d been doing this sort of thing, she’d never once been put in a position of coming clean, but hey, this wasn’t her fault. She was being overwhelmed by guilt. Well, guilt and a more-than-mild attraction to a handsome guy.


“I’m not pregnant,” she said.


His gaze never left her face. One point for his side. She pulled off her glasses and tossed them on the table. It was a small gesture of vanity, but under the circumstance—wearing the world’s ugliest dress, sensible shoes, and an unflattering hairstyle—it was the best she could do.


“I’m a grad student studying social psychology. I observe how people react under different circumstances. In my work I’m trying to see if social standing, appearance, or gender influence behavior.”


Sam tucked his notepad back into his jacket pocket. One eyebrow rose slightly. “Will busy people eager to get home on a Friday afternoon stop and help a pregnant woman?”


“Exactly.”


His eyes narrowed as he studied her face. She wanted to say something stupid, like she cleaned up real well, but held back.


“What’s in the boxes?”


She cleared her throat. “Mixed paper recycling.”


“You deliberately chose to address them to a company that had recently closed?”


“Yes.”


This time his gaze dropped to her protruding stomach. “And that?”


“A medical condition.”


His eyes widened.


She laughed softly. “Just kidding. It’s a device to simulate pregnancy. I borrowed it from a maternity store. Women use it to see how clothes will look as the baby gets bigger.”


He picked up the glasses and glanced through the lenses. “Clear.”


He smiled. A slow, sexy smile that made her long to trade in her black sensible shoes for a pair of red strappy sandals.


“I’m not an easy man to fool, Francesca,” he told her. “In fact, I can’t think of the last time someone did. You’re impressive. The fainting was a nice touch.”


She shrugged. “Actually that part was real. I haven’t eaten all day and that messes with my blood sugar.”


He motioned to her protruding belly. “You spend your day like this in the name of scientific research?”


“I don’t always dress up with a pregnancy belly. Sometimes I go out in a wheelchair, or tattoos and black leather.”


He leaned back against the sofa. “That would stop traffic.”


She smiled. “That depends on where I am.” She reached for the tea. “There have been dozens of studies done about the effect of appearance on behavior. Do you know that more people will stop to help an attractive person than an unattractive one?”


“Men are visual creatures.”


“But it’s not just men. Women do it, too. I’m studying—” She stopped and put down her tea. “Sorry. I get on a roll. My studies fascinate me.”


“I can see why. Who are you going to be tomorrow? If your costume involves black leather, feel free to stop by.”


She laughed. “Actually I’m supposed to be done with the research phase. My project for the summer is to write my dissertation. But the thought of spending all that time at the computer makes my skin crawl, so I’ve been putting it off.”


“What do you want me to do with the boxes?”


“Oh. I can take them with me. I need to return the cart, too. I borrowed it from the building maintenance guy.”


“So he gets full points for helping out the pregnant lady?”


“Absolutely.”


“What about me?”


Sam had a great voice, Francesca thought as a shiver rippled through her. Deep, rich, seductive.


“You get bonus points,” she told him.


“Good to know.” He angled toward her. “How about I let you keep the points and in return you join me for dinner tonight?”

• • •


Under normal circumstances Francesca never would have accepted the invitation. She didn’t know Sam Reese from a rock. Yes, he was plenty appealing, but in the scheme of things, did that really matter?


“Dumb question,” she murmured as she maneuvered her truck through the early evening Santa Barbara traffic. It was early June, with the tourist season in full swing. Sidewalks were crowded, restaurants full, and traffic moved at a crawl down State Street.


“Appeal matters.”


So did those cat eyes, the tempting smile, and easy conversation. But the real reason she’d said yes was she needed to have sex. After all, a promise was a promise.


Francesca grinned as she thought of Sam’s reaction if she’d told him that particular truth. Would he have bolted for safety or started unbuttoning his shirt? She liked to think it would be the latter, but she’d taken a good look at herself when she’d gone home to change and her out-loud shriek hadn’t been from pleasure. Nope, the man would have run for his life.


One shower with three shampoos to get the powder out of her hair, a quick change of clothes, and a light dusting of makeup later, she was ready to if not dazzle, then at least intrigue. She figured with as bad as she’d looked before, anything would be an improvement.


So she was off to dazzle Sam Reese and see what she could do about keeping her promise… the one she’d made to have sex with the next attractive, single man to cross her path.
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Francesca knew she wasn’t in Kansas anymore when the restaurant’s valet parking cost more than a recent lunch at McDonald’s. She smiled brightly as the well-dressed, blond surfer valet looked disgustedly at her ten-year-old truck, then took the keys with a shake of his head. She could only imagine what the guy would have done if she’d still been pregnant and, well, ugly. No doubt he would have shown her to the back of the restaurant.


Francesca dismissed him from her mind and instead focused on the beauty of the evening. The sun hovered at the horizon, casting a golden glow over the courtyard entrance to the restaurant. She was about to have dinner with a very nice man who, if he played his cards right, would help her fulfill the commitment she’d made to her sisters.


Two months ago, after too much wine and way too many cookies, she’d promised Katie and Brenna she would do the wild thing with the first normal single man she met, thus ending a self-imposed three-year celibacy. Her willingness to do something so completely out of character had a whole lot more to do with the lack of romance and fun in her life than it did with the dare itself. Not that she wanted a commitment. Been there, done that. But a sexy man and warm summer night… that was another matter.


In the past sixty-three days she hadn’t come across one appropriate candidate, which said something about the state of her social life… or lack thereof.


Then Sam had appeared. He’d rescued her, made her pulse quicken, and asked her to dinner. She didn’t need her tea leaves read to recognize a sign when she saw one, she thought with a smile. As this one had been in all capital letters and italics, she couldn’t have missed it.


“What’s so funny?”


The smooth red-wine-and-chocolate voice came from behind her, causing her to jump. She turned and saw Sam standing next to a gleaming silver car. She couldn’t quite see the type of sedan, but she didn’t doubt that it was expensive.


“How do you do that?” she asked. “This is the second time you’ve been able to sneak up on me.”


His tawny gaze settled on her face… which gave her a distinctly unsettled feeling. He stood about six two or three. She was five nine and had put on two-inch heels, but still had to tilt her head slightly to study his face.


“I sneak by profession,” he said. “You look terrific.”


She glanced down at the black dress she’d pulled on. She’d bought it on impulse from a guy selling them out of the back of a truck on campus. With the designer label cut out and not a tag in sight, she’d had a feeling the merchandise hadn’t been exactly legal. But the price had been amazing and the dress made her feel elegant and sophisticated. Two things she knew she would need tonight.


She held out her arms, sucked in her stomach and turned slowly. “The miracles of modern medicine.”


“Did you have a boy or a girl?” he asked.


“It was more of a beanbag mound. Undetermined gender.”


As she came to stop in front of him, she flipped back her long hair, a gesture she’d perfected at age fourteen and hadn’t had reason to use in years.


This was fun. Maybe she’d been too hasty in settling in to her years of celibacy. There was something to be said for appreciation in a man’s eyes.


Sam took her hand and placed it in the crook of his arm.


“Shall we?” he asked, motioning to the open courtyard of the restaurant.


“Why not?”


Why not? Well, for one thing, there was a growing knot of nerves in the pit of her stomach. Sam was smooth. The men of her acquaintance didn’t dress like GQ and act like James Bond. The guys in grad school were more jeans and Taco Bell.


Oh, well. She’d said she was going to get back in the swim of things and had decided throwing herself in the deep end was the quickest way. If her plan backfired, she would dog-paddle to the side and drag her wet butt out of the pool.


The visual metaphor made her smile.


As they walked into the restaurant, Francesca curled her fingers and felt the softness of Sam’s wool jacket and the hint of powerful muscle just beneath the fabric. Very masculine. Very not her life. Very something she might want to experiment with.


They reached the podium, where the hostess smiled at Sam. “Good evening, Mr. Reese. Your table is ready.”


“A man with his own table,” Francesca murmured. “Wow. If you come here often enough, do you get other pieces of furniture?”


“Sure. Last year they gave me a chair and a sideboard.”


She smiled. “I’m impressed you know what a sideboard is.”


“I’m an impressive guy.”


Sam placed his fingers over hers and squeezed slightly. The soft pressure, not to mention the heat of his touch, nearly made her stumble.


“So you’re confident,” she said as they were shown to a table tucked into an alcove. Several tall, potted plants gave the space a sense of privacy.


Sam released her hand and moved to hold out a chair. As she sat down, she tried to remember the last time anyone had done that for her, and came up with the answer.


Never.


He moved around the table and settled across from her. The hostess put menus on the table and left.


“Always.”


“What if you’re not sure? Do you fake it?”


He leaned toward her. “I never have to fake it.”


“One could think all that bravado was covering up for something.”


“Then one would be wrong.”


She laughed. “Fair enough. Although I can see I’m going to have to be on my toes with you. I’m glad I have a background in psychology.”


“It’s not going to help.”


“You say that because you’re not the trained professional.”


“Sure I am.”


The waiter appeared with a wine list. Sam waited until the server left, then held up the list. “Do you have an interest?”


Francesca considered the question. “Not as much as my sister, but I’ll look.”


Sam watched Francesca slowly turn pages. Her long dark hair rippled with her every movement and caught the light. The rich brown color was a contrast to the mousy brown it had been earlier.


She’d discarded her glasses, the pregnancy belly, and the unflattering dress. In their place she wore a black dress that hugged slender curves and long, sexy legs. Her skin was clear, a pale olive color that appeared luminescent. Hazel eyes—more green than gold or blue—widened as she read an entry. She had the kind of mouth that got a man in trouble, and he found himself wanting to be first in line for whatever she might be offering.


On the way over he’d told himself he was an idiot for asking her to dinner. He’d first offered to help because she’d been in trouble and that’s what he did.


Then he’d looked closer and he’d seen… possibilities.


She closed the wine menu and passed it to him.


“You see anything you like?” he asked.


“I’m going to let you pick.”


“Is it a test?” he asked.


“Maybe.” She turned her attention to her menu. “What’s good here?”


“Everything.”


“Do you already know what you want?”


He waited until she’d glanced up before answering. “I know exactly what I want.”


The words got the reaction he’d been hoping for. Her eyes widened and her take-me-I’m-yours mouth curved.


“One point for your side,” she murmured.


“Are we keeping score?”


“I think I have to.”


“What’s the prize for winning?”


“What do you want it to be?” As soon as she said the words, she held up a hand. “Pretend I didn’t say that.”


He chuckled. “Getting in over your head?”


“A little. I’m not going to ask if you are. I can already guess the answer.”


“Fair enough. What do you want for dinner?”


“I’m not sure.”


“Are you a vegetarian?”


She frowned. “No. Why would you think that?”


“Psychology major. It’s a touchy-feely fringe science. Attracts a lot of vegetarians.”


She delighted him by laughing. “As long as you haven’t allowed yourself to be swayed by ill-informed stereotypes.”


“Not my style.”


“I’m not about to ask what your style is.”


“I’d be happy to tell you.”


“I’ll bet. So what are you ordering?” she asked.


“Steak.”


“That’s a little clichéd.”


“I can’t help myself.”


The waiter appeared and discussed the evening’s specials. Francesca chose a baked chicken dish, while he had his usual. He ordered a bottle of Wild Sea Vineyards Cabernet.


“Interesting choice,” Francesca said. “The wine I mean.”


“They’re local. Central California.”


“I know.” She tilted her head, her hazel eyes bright with emotions he couldn’t read. “So, Sam Reese, why did you invite me to dinner?”


“Easy question. You fooled me. That doesn’t happen very often. I was impressed.”


“By my disguise?”


“Sure. I should have been able to see through it and I didn’t. When you fainted, I was terrified we were going to be delivering a baby right there in the hallway.”


“It would have been a shame to spoil such nice carpeting.” She smiled. “I was pretty unattractive. I’m surprised you didn’t run in the opposite direction.”


Their waiter returned and showed Sam the bottle of wine. When Sam nodded, the young man opened it, then poured a small amount into Sam’s glass. He took a sip.


“Very nice.”


Francesca waited until the waiter had left before tasting her wine.


“Do you like it?” he asked.


“As you said, it’s very nice.”


There was something in her voice. Something he couldn’t place. Amusement? Annoyance? Both?


“Why did you accept my invitation to dinner?” he asked.


“Because I wanted to.”


Good answer, he thought as his gaze settled on her lush mouth.


“Tell me what you do,” she said. “I saw a very nice office with lots of room, but no clues.”


“I run Security International. We’re based here in Santa Barbara, although we operate all over the world.”


“What kind of security?”


“Personal. We provide bodyguards on a temporary or full-time basis. We have a security consulting division, and we will train other people’s bodyguards.”


She looked startled. “Like the movie?”


He knew which one she meant. “My people get fired for sleeping with a client.”


“That seems harsh.”


“They’re paid to stay alert, not get lucky.”


“Any famous clients?”


“Yes.”


She waited expectantly, then laughed. “You’re not going to give me any names.”


“Not even a hint.”


“That really big guy back at the office. Jason. He’s one of your bodyguards?”


Sam nodded.


“He wouldn’t exactly blend in.”


“Sometimes that’s not what the client wants.”


“Everybody armed?”


“Sure.”


“Even you?”


He gave her a slow smile. “Especially me.”


She picked up her wine. “Even now?”


“Want to see?”


Francesca was willing to bet Sam hadn’t spent more than fifteen minutes without a woman circling in his orbit. Her specifications had been clear—she would throw herself at the first eligible, attractive guy she ran into. She’d thought the situation might be nerve-racking and awkward; she hadn’t considered she would be a bush-league rookie playing with the pros.


“I’m not sure you want to flash the staff,” she said. “This is an upscale restaurant, and they frown on that sort of thing.”


She sipped her wine, which actually wasn’t bad. Not that she would be telling her sister.


“Afraid?” he asked. “The safety’s on.”


As if they were talking about the gun. “I’m cautious and sensible. Not afraid.” She put the glass down. “How long have you been in the security business?”


“All my life. My grandfather founded the company.”


She knew all about family concerns. “Any siblings to share the responsibility?”


“No.” He shrugged. “My father died when I was a kid. My mom passed away a few years ago, though we were never close. Now there’s just my grandfather and myself.”


The waiter appeared and set their salads in front of them. Francesca stared at the artful arrangement of baby greens, apple slices, blue cheese, and walnuts. Her mind whirled with possibilities.


Married? No. That wasn’t an option. Her luck couldn’t be that bad. There was no way the first guy she’d been attracted to in the past three years could be—


“You’re not married, are you?” she blurted.


Sam paused in the act of bringing his fork to his mouth. He set the utensil down.


She braced herself for a joke or teasing, or something snide. Instead his expression turned serious. “I wouldn’t have asked you to dinner if I were married or involved.”


Relief blended with the flavor of the cheese. “Okay.”


“And you? Any current or former Mr. Marcellis floating around?”


“No. Actually, Marcelli is my maiden name. But I was married several years ago. He passed away.”


“I’m sorry,” Sam said. “You must have married young.”


“At eighteen. Right on time, according to my rather twisted family’s expectations.” She speared a slice of apple. “I come from an Irish-Italian family. Very large, very traditional. We’re supposed to marry young and procreate with abandon.”


“Kids?”


She bit back a smile. “Not that I know about.”


He chuckled. “I had an ill-fated marriage. I was all of twenty-two, off in Europe, out of college, and on my own. We didn’t make it to our first anniversary.” He shrugged. “We were both too young. No kids, which is good. Divorce is tough on them.”


“I agree.”


He picked up his wine. “Enough serious conversation. Do you plan to seduce me later?”


If Francesca had been drinking, she would have spit. All promises and plans made in the presence of her sisters aside, this was a first date. She might want to throw herself in the deep end, but not in the first hour.


She was reasonably certain Sam was teasing, but just in case there was a grain of truth to the question, she decided on the most sensible, mature course of action.


She ignored it.


“Has your company always been based in Santa Barbara?” she asked.


Sam chuckled. “Chicken.”


“Cluck cluck. Now graciously accept the change in subject, please.”


“Okay. My grandfather had a branch office in Los Angeles for a while, but the base of operations has always been here.”


They talked about the changes in the city in the past ten years, how celebrities both wanted and thwarted a bodyguard’s ability to protect, and the various experiments she’d set up to help her with her research.


Sam had nearly finished his steak when he glanced at her nearly full glass.


“Don’t you like your wine?”


She touched the stem. “It’s fine.”


“Francesca. What aren’t you telling me?”


“I’m not a big fan of Wild Sea Vineyards.”


“Why?”


“It’s a long story.”


“Do you have any other plans for tonight?”


Plans? With him? Now that he mentioned it—


She deliberately broke off in mid-thought. “Not really.”


“I can’t think of anywhere else I’d rather be,” he said. “So tell me a story.”


“All right.” At least this was a safe topic. No double entendres, not even a hint of sexual tension.


“In 1923 two friends, Antonio Marcelli and Salvatore Giovanni, came to America from Italy. They were both second sons with no hope of inheriting their families’ businesses. They vowed to show their respective families that they would be big successes. They settled in Central California and carefully tended the treasures they had brought with them.” She paused and smiled. “Grapevines.”


Sam leaned back in his chair. She was one surprise after the other. “Francesca Marcelli? As in Marcelli Wines?”


“That’s me.”


He motioned to the bottle on the table. “The Giovanni family, I presume.”


“Uh-huh. The virgin soil, the windswept hills, the temperate climate were all perfect for growing grapes. Antonio and Salvatore bought land next to each other. They shared labor, celebrated victories, and together toasted their first harvest. In time they returned to Italy to marry, then came back to California and settled down to have happy lives. Wild Sea Vineyard and Marcelli Wines were born. Antonio and Salvatore each had one son and two daughters.”


She paused to take a drink of water. He leaned forward. “You grew up listening to that story.”


“I’ve heard it a thousand times.”


“Your voice changes when you talk about the family history.” More than her voice. Her eyes stared past him to focus on a long-ago place.


“My grandmother talks about the old days. I guess I’m repeating what she says.”


She drew in a breath and continued. “Events in Europe in the late 1930s worried the friends. With the German occupation of France and threats to Italy during the Second World War, there was great concern for the state of the vineyards. Would generations of healthy stock be destroyed? Antonio and Salvatore went to Europe, where friends offered cuttings. They traveled, collecting more and more cuttings from the most famous vineyards in France and Italy. Then they returned home to graft their legacy to their strongest vines. Whatever happened in Europe, the traditions would continue in America.”


“I’ve noticed a more European flavor to Wild Sea wines,” he said, “but I wouldn’t say the same about Marcelli wines.”


“I know.” She shrugged. “No one knows exactly what happened or why. At first both sets of cuttings did well, but over time those planted on Marcelli lands began to die. Antonio accused Salvatore of cursing his lands or poisoning his grapes. The two men had a falling out, as did the families. Friendships ended, engagements were broken. To this day, Marcelli Wines and Wild Sea Vineyards are mortal enemies.”


He liked the story, but then he found that he liked everything Francesca had to say.


“Any spilt blood?” he asked.


“Not our style,” she said with a smile. “We’re more the heated conversation types. Actually my grandfather, Antonio’s son, is the one most interested in carrying on the feud. My parents have never been that enthusiastic about old fights, and my sisters and I don’t really have the invested emotions.”


“Who runs Wild Sea now?”


“Salvatore’s great-grandson, Nicholas.” She rested her fingertips on the bottle. “They flourished with their new European cuttings. While we’re a successful enterprise, they are an international conglomerate.”


“You study psychology, not wine. Why?”


“Grandpa Lorenzo says the vines must be a passion. They never were for me. My sister, Brenna, has them in her blood.”


Their waiter took away the plates. Francesca shook off an offer of dessert. Sam handed him a credit card.


“Thank you for dinner,” she said when they were alone again. “I’ve enjoyed this evening.”


“Me, too.” Sam smiled. “I’d like to see you again.”


Heat sparked to life inside her midsection. “Me, too.”


“Tomorrow night? Unless you already have plans.”


She supposed she should play hard to get. That’s what Mia, her baby sister, was always saying. Francesca had never been very good at following directions.


“Tomorrow is fine.”


Sam pulled a business card from his jacket pocket and wrote on the back. “My home number,” he said when he passed it to her. He drew out another card. “Yours?”


As she told him the number, he wrote it down. When he was finished, she glanced at his business card. She scanned the information, then visually stumbled when she read the title under the name.


President and CEO.


“You run the company,” she said, trying not to panic. Of course he did. Why would that change anything?


“For a few years now.”


She raised her gaze to his face. “How old are you?”


“Thirty-four.”


The waiter interrupted them when he handed Sam his credit card and a receipt to sign.


When Sam had finished, he glanced at her. “Have I converted you to Wild Sea wines?”


She chuckled. “Unlikely. I’m not sure I’ve had Wild Sea Cab before. It was actually pretty good. Not that I’ll tell my grandfather.”


“He would probably want to cut you out of his will.”


“That or throw me out of the family.”


Sam tucked the receipt into his jacket pocket, rose, and moved behind her. As she stood, he pulled the chair away, then settled a hand on the small of her back.


She felt the heat of his palm and fingers all the way through to her skin, and found herself fighting the instinctive urge to step closer.


Surfer valet met them by the courtyard. He gave Sam a quick salute and pointed down the street. Francesca followed the direction and saw her truck parked behind a gleaming silver sedan. Sam held out his free hand, and the valet dropped two set of keys into them.


“He’s not going to get the cars?” she asked, confused by the circumstances.


Sam handed her the truck’s keys and slipped the others into his jacket pocket.


“I arranged for our cars to be brought around and parked down there.”


“Why?”


“It’s more private. It’s not as if I want an audience when I kiss you good night.”
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Francesca told herself that a man with a plan was a good thing. She should applaud Sam’s sensible nature. Instead she suddenly felt awkward, nervous, clumsy, and just a little tingly. The odd combination of apprehension and anticipation did not sit well on her baked chicken entrée.


The hand resting on the small of her back propelled her up the street. Sam drew her off the sidewalk, between her truck and his car. She had to admit it was private. And quiet. Very quiet. Voices from the restaurant seemed distant. Somewhere a radio played. The night was warm and clear. Everything was in place and pretty darned perfect—except for her sudden need to throw up.


What had seemed sensible, even funny, when she’d talked with her sisters about having sex with a stranger now seemed insane. What had she been thinking? If she threw herself into the deep end, she was going to end up wet, cold, and quite possible caught up in a riptide. Not that pools had riptides, but still. There were—


Sam took her face in his hands, then bent low and kissed her. Just like that. She was stuck holding her purse and her keys, which meant she had nothing for her hands to do but sort of twist there on the ends of her arms. Real attractive. If she was the least bit—


Long dormant nerves came back to life with a loud yippee. She went from intellectual awareness of what he was doing to actually feeling it in a nanosecond. Sam was kissing her. His warm firm mouth brushed against hers, moving slowly, discovering, touching. She could feel heat, from him and within herself. His long fingers stroked her cheeks, then he dropped his hands to her shoulders. She felt both limp and energized. Nothing could have compelled her to move. She wanted the kiss to go on forever.


He tilted his head and pressed a little harder. Tingling sensations shot through her, making her heart pound harder. For the first time in years she remembered that her breasts were exquisitely sensitive. Her skin tightened everywhere, anticipating the touch of his hands. Hunger filled her and she realized she’d been starving for this kind of intimacy for what felt like three lifetimes.


He stroked her lower lip with his tongue. A shiver rippled through her as delight overtook whatever common sense she might have once possessed. She raised one hand—the one holding the keys—and wrapped her arm around the back of his neck. He was just tall enough that she had to go on tiptoes. Sam responded by pulling her close so that they touched… everywhere.


Hard to her soft. She’d heard the words a thousand times, read them in books, but never before had they made so much sense. Every part of him was hard, solid, and unyielding. Her curves molded around him. She felt soft and feminine. She felt safe. When he licked her lower lip again, she parted to admit him.


At the first brush of his tongue against hers, she felt as if she could fly. At the second, fire consumed her, heating without burning, exciting her to the point of confusion. She couldn’t remember sensations like this. Not when she’d been kissed in the past. She must have been doing something wrong before—or something right this time.


She wanted more. She wanted all of it. She wanted him to kiss her until she couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t do anything but feel and want and need.


She tried to move closer. When that wasn’t possible, she started to kiss him back. Which was when he moved away, forcing her to pull her arm from around his neck.


“Street,” Sam said, stepping back a little.


Francesca stared at him. “Street?”


His gold-brown eyes seemed darker than they had before, and brighter. His lips were damp, making him look even more sexy and powerful. Desire swamped her.


One corner of his mouth turned up. “We’re standing on the street.”


Okay. And that mattered how ?


Then reality sank in. The street. She glanced around and realized there were several houses nearby and cars. People out walking their dogs, patrons from the restaurant.


She swallowed. “You’re right. I guess—”


She stopped talking because she didn’t know what to say. A confession that she’d been overcome by passion would only be embarrassing. If not for him, then for her.


“Are you all right?” he asked.


All right? She was perfect. She was so good, she could have started singing opera.


She went for a cool, confident, I-do-this-sort-of-thing-all-the-time smile. “Absolutely.”


She turned toward her truck and headed for the driver’s door. Whatever sophistication she might have faked crumbled when she completely missed the door lock and nearly put the key through the side of her truck.


She felt herself blush. “Oops,” she muttered.


“Francesca?”


She glanced over her shoulder and saw him standing behind her.


“I’ll call you tomorrow afternoon and set up a time for tomorrow night. Will you be in?”


In? She would probably be curled up on the sofa, reliving the best kiss since Kelly McGillis and Tom Cruise did the tongue thing in Top Gun. “Sure. I have to work on my dissertation.”


“I’ll talk to you then.”


She nodded and climbed into the truck. Sam stepped close.


“Thank you for tonight,” he said and carefully closed her door.


She wanted to respond in kind, or say something clever. But her mind was still reeling from the kiss. So she settled on a wave, then she started her engine and pulled out onto the road.


As she drove through the intersection, she began humming a peppy tune from Toscanini.

• • •


Francesca didn’t sleep much that night, and woke with the sun the following morning, so it took half of a second pot of coffee to get her brain functioning.


Once she was able to think in complete sentences, she cleared her tiny kitchen table of a stack of textbooks, grabbed a sheet of notebook paper and sat down to make a list.


There were the usual chores of laundry, grocery shopping—always a challenge with her budget—and vacuuming. Then there was the outline for her dissertation that had been due ten days ago and was yet to be started. Finally there was the thrill of doing her best not to think about Sam, their previous date, their future date, and the impending phone call.


She felt giddy. She felt wonderfully alive and in tune with the cosmos. She felt more than a little stirring low in her belly. Her heretofore silent female bits were currently line dancing in anticipation of rousing activity.


“You don’t actually know he’s going to want to have sex,” she told herself sternly as she poured a fourth cup of coffee. “One kiss does not a physical relationship make.”


True. But it had been an amazing kiss. One that deserved, if not its own national holiday, then at least a stamp.


The way Sam had pulled her close and taken charge. The feel of his mouth on hers. The taste of him, the heat that they’d—


A knock on the door interrupted her musings. Reluctantly Francesca banished her R-rated thoughts and crossed to the door. When she pulled it open, she found Mia, her baby sister, standing on the threshold.


“I came to say good-bye,” Mia said as she stepped into the small apartment. “Do you have coffee? Something for breakfast? I’m starved.”


Francesca laughed. “Anything else in your list of demands? How about money? You want a loan?”


Mia hugged her. “No way. You’re broke.”


On that cheerful note she led the way into the kitchen.


Francesca followed, then leaned against the door frame as Mia poured coffee and added a large splash of milk. She took a sip, then set the mug on the counter and opened the freezer door.


“Did Brenna leave any doughnuts in here?” she asked as she rummaged through a couple of frozen entrées, ravioli sent over by Grandma Tessa, and an emergency pint of Ben & Jerry’s.


“I don’t think so,” Francesca said, then shook her head as Mia held up a foil-wrapped container.


“Don’t you check for stuff like this?” she asked. “Brenna lived with you for almost a month after she and Jeff split up. Didn’t it occur to you that she would have put doughnuts in the freezer?”


“Honestly, no.”


“For someone with a degree in psychology, you sure don’t know your twin.”


Francesca laughed. “I thought she’d take the doughnuts with her.”


“Uh-huh.”


Mia finished unwrapping the Krispy Kremes and slid them onto a paper towel. Then she set them in the microwave and punched in fifteen seconds.


The old machine whirred and shook slightly as it hummed to life. Mia frowned.


“Is this safe? Are we going to get radiation burns from this?”


“I don’t think microwaves use radiation.”


As if not willing to risk any potential danger, Mia took a step back. Francesca grinned.


When the timer beeped, Mia pulled out the paper towel and carried it to the table. “Come on,” she said. “I’ll share.”


“I should hope so. If Brenna left the food in the house, then it’s legally mine.”


Mia grabbed her coffee and pulled out a chair. Despite the relatively early hour on a Saturday, she looked alert and rested. Her big eyes were bright and clear. Her dark hair had been freshly streaked with blond highlights, and for once she wasn’t wearing enough makeup to make a Vegas showgirl proud.


Francesca settled across from her and took one of the steaming doughnuts.


“Where’s your face?” she asked.


Mia wrinkled her nose. “Mom begged me not to look slutty this summer while I’m in D.C. That was her exact word. Do I look slutty to you?”


Francesca studied the pretty features, the round cheeks and grinning mouth. “Not now.”


Mia balled up a napkin and threw it at her. “Katie’s always getting on me about my makeup, too. I think it’s because you’re all so old. You’re just jealous.”


“I’m sure that’s it.”


Mia finished her doughnut and reached for another. “My plane leaves early tomorrow. The folks are driving me into L.A. this afternoon, and I’m spending the night at an airport hotel. In-room movies and room service. Wanna come? It’s on them. And don’t say you don’t mooch. This is different.”
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