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TONIGHT WAS THE NIGHT the world would say good-bye to Carrie Anderson, single-girl-in-the-city, and hello to Carrie Anderson, deliriously happy woman-engaged-to-a-wealthy-hunk.

Ever since her boyfriend, James Carrigan, had asked her to dinner at Farallon, San Francisco’s most elegant restaurant, she’d taken to staring at her bare left hand with a secret smile. She’d have bet the contents of her 401(k) that, come Thursday night, a sparkling diamond was going to be weighing down her left ring finger. Farallon was their special place. It was where they’d dined for their first date, the night they’d first slept together, and their one-year anniversary.

Dinner had been lovely. Although, to be honest, she hadn’t really tasted the butternut squash soup. And she’d barely been able to swallow her grilled salmon on a bed of polenta. With every moment that had passed, her stomach had twisted into a tighter, tenser knot. And when the waiter had asked her if she’d like to see the dessert menu, she’d nearly bitten his head off. No, I don’t want flan, she thought. I want an engagement ring!

At long last, the waiter cleared their plates away and brought over two snifters of warmed B&B. Carrie had never been a huge fan of the potent after-dinner drink, but as it was James’s favorite, she gamely took a sip. It burned her tongue and stung her throat, but she didn’t mind, because James was finally reaching into his pocket. For a ring!

Her very own Prince Charming was about to bend down on one knee and ask her to become his wife. She’d run through the scene at least a hundred times. Her eyes were going to be filled with tears as he popped open the Tiffany’s box; her hands would be trembling slightly as he slipped the engagement ring on her finger. She would whisper yes, and then they would kiss passionately to a backdrop of applause.

But James didn’t bother getting down on one knee. Instead he simply put the open ring box on the place setting before her and said, “It’s finally time for you to become the next Mrs. Carrigan.” Carrie’s breath left her chest in a whoosh of disappointment.

She knew she was supposed to gasp with glee, to offer James her hand so that he could slip the ring on at the very moment she said “yes.” Carrie worked to swallow her dissatisfaction at James’s unromantic proposal. She tried desperately to get her lips to form the one word that would ensure her position as newly crowned Princess of the San Francisco elite. She pushed her tongue into her molars and opened her mouth. She could do it, she could say it. “Yes” was a one-syllable word. Even her one-year-old niece could say it. But all that came out when she forced the air up from her lungs was, “Yeourgh.”

What was wrong with her tonight? Of course she was going to marry James and live happily ever after. They were going to have 2.4 children and live in a large ranch house in the wealthy suburbs of Palo Alto behind a remote-activated iron gate. She was going to drive a HUMMER with booster seats in the back, and she’d drop off her kids for swimming lessons in the summer, piano in the fall. They’d play tennis every Saturday with the Williams gang, winter in Hawaii at the family beach estate, get their teeth whitened twice a year by his uncle John. They’d have the perfect life, the perfect kids, the perfect marriage.

It was all so perfect that Carrie’s head swam. She felt nauseous.

This perfect life was what she had always wanted. Wasn’t it?

Evidently, a badly mangled “yes” was good enough for James. He reached for her clammy hand and slid the enormous, square-cut, canary yellow diamond onto her ring finger. The huge jewel sparkled in the candlelight, but Carrie felt like it was mocking her, telling her she’d never fit into his world of society galas and charity lunches. Of gray-haired moguls with barely legal, silicone-enhanced second wives. Sure, during the past two years she’d learned to play her part to perfection. She went to the right hairdresser, used the right personal shopper at Neiman’s, made the right witty remarks at exactly the right time. But could she do everything just right for a lifetime? And, she couldn’t help but wonder, did she really want to?

James’s voice cut through her reflections. “The minute I saw this ring I knew it would look perfect on you, Carolyn. And I was right.”

A silent “as always” hung in the air between them.

Carrie looked up from the blindingly gorgeous jewel. James was better looking than any other man she’d ever met, let alone dated. Too bad his smug grin seemed to say marriage proposals were only a formality for a catch like him.

And why did he insist on calling her Carolyn when he knew she much preferred Carrie? She’d always thought it was charming, the way he was so formal, but now she wondered if it was simply a way to change her into his image of perfection. For her to be the perfect addition to his already perfect life.

On paper, James was Prince Charming come to life. His staggering wealth and his Harvard MBA, combined with his classic blond, blue-eyed good looks put him at the top of any list of eligible bachelors. One of her residential landscaping clients had set them up, and Carrie had been shocked, and terribly pleased, that he’d wanted to see her again. On their second date, he’d hired a classical quartet from the San Francisco symphony to serenade her with Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and Juliet Overture. For the next two years he’d showered her with gifts and weekend trips to Paris.

And yet…something was missing. None of her other lovers had treated her like a porcelain doll in bed. At first, she’d felt cherished when James had insisted on taking things slow. But as the weeks had rolled into months, she couldn’t help but wonder if there was something wrong with her, if she wasn’t sexy enough to drive her boyfriend wild.

She felt like she was seeing the real James for the first time. Even though she hadn’t agreed to marry him yet, he’d already closed the deal.

Ring, check. Fiancée gaping at size of diamond, check. Now all he had to do was iron out the details.

“We will use Grace Cathedral for the wedding, of course. Mummy will have a word with the pastor for us. They’re quite close, you know. The Olympic Club for the reception. And then—”

“James,” Carrie said, trying to stop the train before it picked up enough speed to smash into a brick wall. And flattened them both.

“Carrigans have always honeymooned in Bora-Bora, so of course you can spend a month on the beach while I play golf.”

Carrie cleared her throat and tried to steel her nerves. Could this be any more awkward? Somehow, some way, she needed to avoid a scene.

“James,” she tried again, “maybe we should discuss this at your—”

But James had already clicked open his cell phone and speed dialed darling Mummy. “Guess which great-looking San Francisco couple just got better-looking thanks to a two-hundred-thousand-dollar diamond?”

Agnes’s grating squeal came through the earpiece, and something inside Carrie snapped in two. It was one thing to deal with the idea of waking up next to a gorgeous man who didn’t really listen to her every day for the rest of her life, but the thought of having to do Sunday brunch with his mother fifty-two times a year (not to mention countless family dinners and parties) was truly vile.

She could no longer avoid the horrible truth: She didn’t love James after all. She couldn’t marry him. She was going to have to give the four-carat ring back.

And just like that, the fairy-tale love story she’d been trying so desperately to hold on to shattered into a million pieces.

“No!” she shouted, yanking the beautiful ring off her finger. Well, she should have yanked it, but she couldn’t. It was too beautiful. Instead, she slowly slid it off, fighting back tears at the thought of willingly giving up such beauty. Even if it was the right thing to do. Could she help it if turning down six-figure engagement rings made her a little weepy and shallow?

She tried to hand it to him across the table, but he was still holding the cell phone to his ear and frowning at her. Before she could close her fist back around it, the ring dropped onto the table. It bounced off the pristine white tablecloth and rolled beneath the stiletto heel of the woman sitting at the table beside them, who looked to have undergone one face-lift too many.

Clearly irritated with her, James said, “Sorry, Mummy. I’ll have to call you back,” then scooted back his chair to retrieve the precious ring.

But Carrie felt that it was her responsibility to be the bigger person here. To act like a lady, one last time. Besides, she wasn’t angry with James. She just didn’t want to marry him. The least she could do was give him back his ring in a civil manner.

A moment later, she was on her knees, with her butt way up in the air and her hair hanging in front of her eyes. She reached for the ring just as Ms. Extreme Makeover’s stiletto pierced the back of her hand.

“Ouch,” she cried, smacking her head on the bottom of the table as she sat up too quickly.

Suave as ever, even in the midst of an embarrassing situation that involved approximately one hundred strangers, James held out his hand to Carrie. All out of options, she allowed him to escort her back to their table. He slipped the ring back on her finger and said, “Why don’t you hold onto this until Monday, when your PMS isn’t quite so bad.”

At that moment Carrie knew without a shadow of a doubt that she was making the right decision. She stifled a scream and fled the restaurant into the streets of Union Square. She was desperate to put as much distance between her and her ex as she possibly could.

Thank God she was leaving tomorrow for a weekend of wine tasting in the Napa Valley with the girls. If there was ever a time for late-night wine and chocolate-inspired advice, it was now.

 

CARRIE WAITED to spill the news until her two best friends, Rose and Vanessa, were buckled into her silver Mustang convertible and the wind was whipping through their hair en route to Napa Valley.

“James proposed.”

Vanessa, unromantic to her very core, cut right past congratulations. “Where’s the bling?” she asked, tucking a few long, red strands of hair that were flying around her face back into her chic black cap and kicking off her Manolos.

“I’m not wearing it,” Carrie said as she reached into her beige linen slacks for the ring that was burning a hole in her pocket. The ring that had haunted her all night long. “I didn’t know what else to do with it.”

“My God,” Vanessa said as she grabbed the ring and stared at it with big eyes. “I’ve got to try it on.” The band was a perfect fit on her left hand, the yellow diamond nicely offset by her deep tan. “I can’t believe you get to wear this ring every day, you lucky bitch! Which begs the question, why the hell aren’t you wearing it? Afraid you’ll blind the other drivers when the sun sparks off it and they crash into the center divider?”

Carrie laughed. “Yeah, that’s exactly why,” she said, wondering if they were going to think she was crazy when she told them how she’d panicked at the thought of a life sentence as a perfect little society lady.

Rose held her unruly black curls down, having lost her scarf five minutes into their drive, and yelled from the backseat to be heard over the engine noise. “Does that mean you said yes?” Her oversized white blouse flapped in the wind, and her blue eyes were full of concern.

The song “I Will Always Love You” came on the local pop station, and Carrie temporarily avoided answering Rose by fiddling with the tuner. In the best of circumstances this song made her want to puke. What she needed right now was a female power song. Something like Aretha Franklin’s “Respect.”

Despite her moment of clarity at the restaurant, she’d been up all night wondering if she was making a mistake snagging the catch of the decade and then, in the eleventh hour, deciding to throw him back. Which was why she’d tucked the ring into her pocket before leaving the house. Maybe her friends would make her see the light and she’d want to slip it on her finger.

The digital tuner landed, ever so helpfully, on “Ironic.”

Carrie gave up. The radio programmers were out to get her. Over Alanis Morissette’s catchy, but so awfully appropriate tune, Carrie finally replied.

“I didn’t exactly say yes.”

“Under any other circumstances I’d encourage you to play hardball for a bigger ring. But in this case,” Vanessa said as she held her left hand up and salivated over the diamond some more, “even I’d say that’s going too far. This baby is big. Nice and heavy. Just the way a girl likes it.” She winked to send home her none-too-subtle double entendre.

Carrie playfully smacked Vanessa on the shoulder. “Holding out for a bigger diamond is something only you would do.”

Vanessa sniffed. “That’s because I’m the only one with the panache, not to mention the balls, to carry it off.”

“You said no?” The shock in Rose’s voice was strong enough to carry over Alanis and the road noise.

Heat flooded Carrie’s face. “I didn’t say no, I yelled no.” Now that the dam had broken, everything came spilling out. “He was talking about Mummy and Bora-Bora and I wanted to smack him. He didn’t even wait to hear if I said yes before he was naming our children.”

In a show of solidarity that Carrie couldn’t have predicted, especially since she knew firsthand how difficult it was to take the diamond off, Vanessa slipped the ring off her finger and shoved it back into Carrie’s pocket.

“At least now you don’t have to give up your career to be a trophy wife,” Vanessa said, in her characteristically blunt manner.

Carrie’s mouth fell open and she spun around to face Rose, putting their lives in jeopardy for several seconds. “Vanessa just called me a trophy wife. A trophy wife! Aren’t you going to make her apologize?”

Rose bit down on her lip. With great reluctance, she finally said, “She’s right, Carrie.”

Vanessa reached across Carrie to take the wheel as they swerved into the fast lane and Rose let out a high-pitched yelp of fear.

“Sorry I’m almost killing us here,” Carrie said, turning back to the road. “I just can’t believe this. Why didn’t you guys ever say anything?”

Vanessa shrugged. “James was rich and successful and good looking, and you seemed to like that.”

“And this was your ‘Year of Marriage,’” Rose said, an embarrassing reminder of Carrie’s drunken New Year’s resolution. “We didn’t want to mess that up for you.”

Last December 31 she’d decided that nearly two years with James and no wedding ring was long enough. Plus, she’d been thirty-two, and time had seemed of the essence. Babies, the next stage of life, the whole nine yards. Which meant it had been time to get her boyfriend to make the big move. And so she’d declared her “Year of Marriage” resolution to her friends in a private, well-liquored embrace and had dropped numerous hints to James for the past nine months, not to mention leaving dog-eared copies of Bride magazine on the coffee table at her apartment.

“I still don’t understand why neither of you went out on a limb to tell me what you really felt about James. If I’m too blind, too stupid to save myself, isn’t it up to my best friends to save me?”

Vanessa pressed her lips together, making it clear that she didn’t appreciate having to defend herself. Rose stepped in to smooth things over. “You always said how perfect everything was with James, so we kind of figured things were just how you wanted them. That they were good enough.”

Carrie looked at Vanessa for the full, unvarnished truth. “And?”

“You never want to hear anything negative. You convinced yourself that he was wonderful, and if we’d said anything you would have blown us off.”

“We didn’t want you to have to choose sides,” Rose said, trying to soften Vanessa’s harsh, but honest, statement. “No matter who you marry, we’d always want to be your friends. But if we’d said we didn’t like him…” Rose didn’t say any more, didn’t say how Carrie might have given up her best friends because she hadn’t wanted to face the truth about the man she’d been dating.

Carrie felt tears welling up and was glad she had her sunglasses on. “You’re right.”

“Don’t be mad at us, Carrie,” Rose said.

Carrie shook her head. “Of course I’m not mad at you guys. How can I be? I’m just upset that it took me so long to face up to who James really was. To what our relationship was all about. I wanted him to be perfect, and he was on paper, so I pretended that he was in real life too. But all along, he was only good enough. And I was just as bad as he was, because last night I realized that I never truly loved him. Even though I tried to convince all of us that I did.”

While Rose rubbed Carrie’s knotted shoulder muscles gently from the backseat, Carrie wished she could rewind the last two years and start over.

In a shaky voice, she said, “Well, now you know the whole sad story,” hoping that they could drop the subject for now. But, of course, she knew there was one more question on everyone’s mind. And she could trust Vanessa to ask it.

“So, since you said no, what are you doing with his ring in your pocket? Shouldn’t that be on its way back to Tiffany’s so that one of my überthankful lovers can buy it for moi?”

Carrie sighed. “He told me to think it over. He thinks I’m going to say yes on Monday.”

“What an idiot.” Vanessa rolled her eyes. “Any guy who gets turned down with a ring like that should know that it’s going to take a hell of a lot more than a weekend to change a girl’s mind.”

Sensing that Carrie would welcome a change of subject, Rose poked Vanessa in the back. “Speaking of breakups, Elliot dumped me.”

Carrie’s head whipped to the backseat again. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry.”

Vanessa grabbed the wheel and straightened out their weaving course. “You want to watch the road already? I’m not going to be too happy if we roll into Napa in an ambulance.” She shifted in her seat again to see Rose better. “What happened?”

Rose shrugged. “The usual, I guess. He went thinner. Younger. Have I mentioned thinner yet?”

Vanessa snarled. “I don’t get it. So what if you’re not an anorexic stick? You’re lush. You’re curved in all the right places.” She looked down at her own slim hips and small breasts. “I hear butt implants are the new breast implants. When I was sleeping with that plastic surgeon, he gave me a great price quote on some work and I briefly toyed with the idea.”

Rose groaned. “Don’t tell me that I’ve been trying my whole life to look like you and even you’re not happy with what you look like.” She closed her eyes, and when she opened them, her blue orbs were bleak. “I’ll tell you a surefire way to get some curves. Right after your boyfriend dumps you, eat every cookie, piece of chocolate, and ice cream bar in your house. I always get a nice five-pound bonus with the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ speech.”

Carrie couldn’t believe the bad turns their relationships had taken this week. “You know he didn’t deserve you, Rose. And one day you’ll find a man who loves you for the gorgeous, wonderful woman you are.” Rose pinched her lips together, and it was clear that she didn’t believe a word of it, so Carrie barreled on, saying, “Seems like at least two of us desperately need this weekend to unwind.”

Rose shook her head. “I don’t need to unwind. I need to diet.”

“Bullshit,” Vanessa said. “You need to get flamingly drunk with me and Carrie by the pool while we pick apart all the women’s haircuts and drool over the men. Elliot was a boring, balding loser with a roving eye. You deserve better. Both of you do.”

“Which brings us to you,” Carrie said, pointing a finger at Vanessa. “Any traumas come your way lately? Any losers to lose?”

Vanessa pulled the black cap off and let her striking red hair blow free. “You know I don’t do boyfriends. Or trauma. I do sex. And fun. This weekend is all about the girls, the booze, and, if all goes well, an uncomplicated, wine-country fling.” The corner of her mouth curved up. “For all of us.”

Carrie shook her head. “I can’t. I mean, I’ve hardly broken up with James. There’s no way I could jump into bed with a stranger.”

“I’m with Carrie,” Rose said. “I can’t imagine sleeping with someone I don’t know or have feelings for.”

“Your problem is that you think Prince Charming actually exists,” Vanessa said pointedly. “Because he most certainly doesn’t.”

Rose protested immediately. “Don’t say that, Vanessa. Lots of people find true love.” She paused for a moment, frowning. “At least I think they do.”

Vanessa pounced on that small seed of doubt. “Haven’t you ever wondered what really went on behind the scenes in all those fairy tales? All the things they don’t let little girls know about.”

The conversation was hitting far too close to home for Carrie’s comfort, but Vanessa had a way of drawing people into her world, whether they wanted to go there or not.

“Behind the scenes?”

Vanessa shifted slightly in her seat to better address her grudgingly captivated audience. “I never bought into those fables my mother read to me. I couldn’t help but wonder how many of the princesses-to-be had trouble saying ‘yes’ when the princes rode up on their white chargers and kissed their cherry red lips. What if they had a crush on the stable boy? Or a different prince from another country? A better-looking one? A prince with more money? A bigger penis?”

Carrie chuckled, feeding Vanessa’s fire. “And why was it that every princess in every story had pale white skin? What about all the redheaded, dark-skinned princesses out there? Because we all know that red lipstick would clash terribly with a complexion like mine.”

“Oh, Vanessa,” Rose sighed. “You’re taking all the fun out of it.”

Strangely, for the first time, Carrie could see Vanessa’s point. “I don’t know, Rose. She might be on to something. What if the girls were so desperate to get away from their evil stepmothers that they hopped into the arms of the first prince that came along?”

Just like I almost did, she thought, and I didn’t even have a good excuse like an evil stepmother to justify my stupidity.

As Carrie made a right turn into the entrance to the Napa Valley Hotel & Spa, Vanessa took one look at the hunky bellboys and her mouth curved into a come-hither smile, fairy tales already forgotten.

Carrie handed her keys to the young valet, wondering if there wasn’t something to Vanessa’s love-’em-and-leave-’em attitude. Since college, as she’d watched her friend go through men like cigarettes, she’d always questioned Vanessa’s behavior, certain that she’d been missing out by not opening herself up—emotionally anyway—to the opposite sex. But both she and Rose had opened themselves up, and here they were, battered and bruised.

Maybe Vanessa was right. And true love didn’t exist after all.
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CARRIE GRATEFULLY TOOK THE GLASS of champagne she was offered inside the lobby. The luxurious hotel, with its marble floors, mustard yellow walls, and old wood ceiling beams, reminded her of a trip she’d taken through Tuscany in college.

“Now this is something I could get used to,” Vanessa purred as she ravenously eyed the closest bellboy.

Carrie grabbed her arm and pulled her to the check-in counter. “It’s called statutory rape. Forget about it.”

After getting their room keys, Vanessa said, “I’ll see you both at the pool in five,” already en route to her room.

Carrie tried to muster up the proper enthusiasm for an afternoon of drunken splashing. And failed. Turning to Rose she said, “I’m feeling restless after the long drive. You don’t mind if I go out for a walk and meet up with you two later, do you?”

Rose pulled her into a warm hug. “Take all the time you need. I’m sorry about how things turned out with James.”

“It’s okay. I’m okay,” she insisted, even though she wasn’t. She kissed Rose on the cheek and stepped out of her embrace. “I’ll meet up with you both in a bit. And I promise I’ll be all smiles.” Carrie said, then hurried off to her room. The hallway was as cool and soothing as the lobby and if she had been in a better mood she would have taken the time to admire the lush paintings of ripe grapes on the walls and the magical spun-glass light fixtures that hung from the ceiling. After slipping her key into the slot on the door, she entered the room. As she closed the door behind her, she caught sight of a boring-looking beige woman in the mirror. She dropped her weekend bag to the floor in dismay. Was this what she’d let herself become? She’d always loved color, reds and yellows and greens. Over the past two years, she’d slowly but surely become colorless, thinking that’s what she needed to do to please her boyfriend. To get him to become her husband. She would have changed clothes, but the contents of her suitcase were just more white and beige and brown. Maybe a little gold to spice things up.

Impulsively, she headed back into the lobby. “I need to buy some clothes,” she said to the woman behind the front desk who had checked her in. “Right away.”

Behaving as if Carrie wasn’t a complete lunatic, the woman said, “We have a wonderful boutique in the hotel, around the corner from the concierge.”

“Great, thanks,” Carrie said, not caring that she was about to pay way too much for a new outfit. She needed out of her beige prison, stat.

A mannequin in the window of the boutique caught her eye. The tank top it sported was a low-cut swirl of color with a print that would have looked more at home on a canvas than a cotton shirt. Carrie loved it. She charged the top and a pair of yellow Capri pants to her room.

Five minutes later, she left the store wearing her new outfit and a pair of fun flip-flops. There were no recognizable labels on anything, and she felt freer than she had in a very long time. She didn’t plan on ever wearing beige again, so she’d left her old clothes at the boutique to donate to charity. She was halfway through the lobby when she remembered the ring. In the pocket of her dull linen slacks.

Uh-oh. That was an expensive mistake. She half jogged back to the store, her palms already sweating at the thought of losing the ring. She’d have to put a second mortgage on her house to pay James back if she lost it.

“Um, hi again. I forgot something in my pants,” she said. When she pulled the enormous diamond ring out of the pocket, the owner gave her a funny look.

“Strange thing to forget,” the woman said.

Carrie nodded. “I know. It’s a long story. Thanks again.”

Her heart was still pounding overtime as she walked back through the lobby, desperate to get out of the hotel. She walked down the main street in a rush, trying to escape her thoughts. The smell of freshly baked bread and pastries from a charming bakery wafted out onto the sidewalk, but she hardly noticed. She sidestepped several florists’ buckets, filled with blooms of every color. She increased her pace past the restaurants and boutiques that lined the streets, walking so quickly that her breath came in puffs and droplets of sweat formed between her breasts. She veered off the sidewalk onto a dirt path between vines, a fine layer of dust covering her French-manicured toenails. By the time she stopped to catch her breath and look up, she was surrounded on four sides by vineyards.

The splendor of the vines took her breath away. She’d been wine tasting in Napa before, but apart from getting out of the limo to taste Cabernets and Pinots and Chardonnays at each winery, she’d never explored the area. The grapevines stretched before her, creeping up the mountains on both sides of the valley. She hadn’t been immersed in beauty like this for a very long time.

She breathed in the sweet-smelling air, glad for the new surroundings—and her spontaneous outfit change, she thought with a sudden grin as she looked down at her bright clothes. She was going to donate the rest of her all-beige wardrobe first thing Monday.

It all seemed so obvious now how wrong she and James were for each other. If only she could have figured this out a week ago. Before the proposal at Farallon.

She sighed deeply. It was time for her to face the cold, hard truth. Time to admit that she’d been ignoring the warning signs for the past year. She’d let her landscaping business drop off because James had needed her to attend more events with his mother during the day. She hadn’t seen nearly enough of Rose and Vanessa and had only been able to schedule this weekend with them because James was busy with a men’s-only golf tournament on Saturday.

Little by little she’d allowed him to take over her life. She’d always thought of herself as an independent woman, but now she wondered—if she’d really been self-sufficient, then why had she let her life be taken over?

If she’d grown up poor, if her parents had struggled to clothe and feed her, if she’d had to scrape her way to the top, she might have had some excuse for having fallen so hard for James. And all his stuff. But her upbringing had been comfortably middle class, her parents were still married, and neither she nor her sister had been the least bit traumatized by their childhoods.

The truth was, until he’d popped the question, until she’d really had to take a long hard look at becoming Mrs. James Carrigan, she hadn’t let herself think clearly about the reality of spending the rest of her life with him. Thank God she hadn’t done all the wedding planning and then jilted him at the altar.

She looked up again to get her bearings, but she had no idea where she was, no sense of how to get back to the hotel. This vineyard looked exactly like all the others. Beautiful, green, lush with ripe grapes, but indistinguishable.

She was lost.

 

TYSON GREEN LIKED TO END every day in his wine cave. Especially when it had been a grueling one—his afternoon having been all but wasted with a near-miss labeling debacle for the new Petit Syrah. One of the best ways to revive his spirits and his passion for winemaking was to shove back from his desk, don his well-worn cowboy hat, and disappear into the cool serenity of the underground cave. His ex-wife, Kimberly, had called him a living, breathing version of the caveman, but frankly, her opinion no longer mattered.

He pushed open the thick oak door and inhaled the scent of fermenting grapes. A man couldn’t ask for more than this, his own underground castle beneath the award-winning grapevines of Napa Valley.

If only that were true, he thought as he adjusted the brim of his hat to examine a hairline crack in the bottom of a barrel of Pinot. A man could ask for love, real love that lasted. And he had. But for all the success he’d had as a vintner, he’d failed miserably at being a husband.

Tyson made a mental note to send his foreman in to check the cave’s temperature and to see if there were any other cracks that needed dealing with, then he turned and pushed back through the thick wood door into the rapidly darkening evening. He was going to take his bad attitude, and worse memories, out of the cave and turn them around with a juicy, grilled steak out on his porch.

His long, muscled legs ate up the quarter mile between the winery and his ranch house. On a good day, when he was able to forgo paperwork for the joy of working with the vines, his jeans and denim “Green Vineyards” work shirt would end up covered in dirt. Today, unfortunately, his shirt still had the dry-cleaner’s lines on it. Still, he pulled the button-down shirt off as soon as he walked inside the foyer, preferring to relax with a glass of wine out on his covered porch in his well-worn T-shirt. He poured himself a large glass of fruity red wine and opened the French doors that led from his kitchen out to the porch to let the warm, end-of-summer air in.

Walking to the rail of the deck, he surveyed his land. His vines. Everything he loved was out there. The dirt, the trees, the grapes, the mountains. He’d given his heart to winemaking, and it had rewarded him a thousand times over. Not only with money but also with satisfaction. He’d grown up comfortably middle class, and he had no complaints about his parents or brothers. They were engineers and bookkeepers, and he’d always thought to follow in their footsteps. But then he’d taken an agriculture class at the University of California in the small farm town of Davis and discovered viticulture. He hadn’t been old enough to drink back then as a nineteen-year-old sophomore, but he’d been hooked. He’d worked his ass off, and fifteen years later, he called a small part of Napa Valley his own.

With nightfall, the vineyard was silent, save for an occasional wildcat on the prowl for mice. So when he heard the sound of dried grape leaves crunching, he sharpened his gaze. And saw a gorgeous blond walking through his vines.

In the moonlight, the woman’s hair glowed like a halo. And where the ends brushed against her breasts, well, that was a beautiful thing. A small waist and great legs rounded out the exceptional package.

For the first time in six months, Tyson found himself wondering what it would be like to sink into a woman. To have her naked and slick beneath him, crying out as she came.

It was a relief to feel desire again. He’d worked to push away the image of his vineyard manager, a man he’d believed to be loyal and steadfast, pumping in and out of his wife. On their bed. His bed. Even when Kimberly had seen him standing in the doorway, she hadn’t been able to hide the pleasure of being in Rogelio’s arms.

He’d thought her betrayal had stolen his heart. But when he’d examined their relationship from all angles, he hadn’t been certain that they’d ever truly been in love. Just a powerful lust that had burned out in less than a year.

Which meant that what she’d really taken from him was his pride. And he had no intention of ever allowing a woman to rip his pride to shreds again.

But as he stood on his covered wraparound porch, watching the tall, curvy blond hike across the land he was more proud of than anything else, Tyson decided he was sick of letting his ex-wife’s transgression ruin his sex life. Sure, lust had sucked him into a bad marriage, but he knew better now than to confuse sex with love.

Every weekend women came to his tasting room for wine and the hope of a weekend fling. And every weekend he turned them down. But not this time.

Tyson straightened his well-worn cowboy hat and headed down the stairs into the field. He’d go say hello, and if it turned out that his trespasser was looking for a weekend of wild sex in the wine country, well, he’d just have to oblige her, wouldn’t he?

 

CARRIE HEARD A RUSTLING to her left, but the rows of vines that surrounded her were so tall she couldn’t see anything. Didn’t mountain lions come out to hunt at dusk? Her heart jumped in her throat as she remembered a recent article in the San Francisco Chronicle. This year’s rainfall was so low that the pumas were coming down to the lowlands for water. And, if she wasn’t mistaken, the wine country was rife with rattlesnakes. How could she have been stupid enough to off-road in flip-flops?

She’d never longed for the relative safety of the city more than she did now. At least in San Francisco she had a chance of kicking a mugger in the groin or yelling for help. Whereas if a mountain lion was hungry, she was going to be a Carrie sandwich. And if a rattler got her, she’d have to fashion a tourniquet out of her tank top and they’d find her poisoned and topless in the field the next morning. Neither was a pretty picture.

The only good thing about her predicament was the certainty that turning down a marriage proposal paled in comparison to being eaten by a three-hundred-pound lion.

The rustling grew louder, and Carrie didn’t know whether to scream or run or stop breathing and stay completely still. She knew from hiking in Yosemite that if she saw a bear she was supposed to jump up and down and wave her arms and holler to fool the bear into thinking she was bigger than it. But what if a mountain lion simply thought that made her a better target? More fun to kill and all that.

Holding her hands out to protect herself, Carrie took a step backward. A loud snapping sound that seemed to come from beneath her right foot had her leaping forward, clinging desperately onto the nearest thing in her path.

Which just so happened to be an incredibly hard, tall cowboy.

For a long moment, Carrie was so thankful to be spared from the fangs of death that she hardly noticed, or cared, that she had her legs wrapped tightly around the man’s waist. Or that her breasts were smashed against his hard chest. Or that she was clinging onto his neck for dear life, pressing her face into his neck.

As her heart rate slowed, she realized he had an incredibly nice smelling neck.

That’s when it hit her: This man who had saved her could just as easily rape her. Oh, God, why had she ever gone for a walk? If only she’d taken Vanessa up on the offer to lounge poolside.

Heart in her throat, Carrie told herself not to show any fear. If she acted like everything was perfectly okay, she might get the chance to disappear into the night by running away as fast as she could in some random direction that hopefully led to her hotel. But before she could do much more than send up another prayer for help, the man said, “Does every vineyard in town get to have a trespasser as pretty as you, or is it just my lucky night?”

His rich, low voice rumbled down her spine. All at once, every nerve in her body came to life. Especially the ones at the tips of her breasts and in the vee between her legs. It was the oddest thing, but the sound of his voice, the way the words wrapped over her like a warm blanket, made her feel completely safe.

What was wrong with her? Hadn’t she gotten enough of the fairy tale yet? Prince Charming wasn’t going to show up at sunset in the middle of a vineyard to sweep her off her feet and show her perfect, endless love.

As if he could read her mind, he said, “Don’t worry. I’m not going to hurt you. I saw you from the house and wanted to make certain that you were all right.”

Her city-girl-training told her not to believe him. She should knee him in the balls or poke his eyes out and run for her life. But for some crazy reason, she felt that he was telling the truth, that she could trust him not to hurt her. At the same time, she became aware of how ridiculous the situation was. Like some crazy, trespassing slut, she was clinging onto a man who’d simply come to see if she needed his help. And to think, just yesterday she was on her way to having her engagement photo in Town and Country.

I should really get off him, she thought, but her limbs wouldn’t obey. Probably had something to do with the way the cowboy’s heat burned through her, scorching her breasts where they pressed against his large, wonderfully hard chest.

Pulling her face back from his neck, where, frankly, she wanted to hide forever—partly because she was so mortified, but mostly because he smelled like an intoxicating blend of bonfires and sugar—Carrie forced herself to make eye contact.

His eyes burned into hers, and she forgot how to swallow. The cowboy was the most gorgeous man she’d ever set eyes on. His face was all hard planes, and the only word she could think of to describe his mouth was rugged. Mouthwateringly rugged. How could she have ever thought that James was good looking, with his whitewashed, featureless face? This, here, was a real man. Mr. Marlboro come to life.

She opened her mouth to thank him for coming to her aid, but instead she found herself saying, “I’m so glad you found me.”

His eyes crinkled slightly at the corners, and a bolt of lust burned through her. “I’m glad I found you too,” he said, and her nipples hardened.

Good Lord, she was practically having an orgasm from the sound of his voice. She’d never felt this hot, this ready. This completely devoid of social skills. She couldn’t think of anything to say, apart from, Could you take me right here, right now, hard and fast and hot? On the ground is fine, thanks.

She was shocked by her utterly inappropriate thought. Had Vanessa taken over her body? Her mind? She struggled to remind herself that she was barely out of a relationship, that she wasn’t a casual-sex kind of girl. But none of that could keep her from blurting the first silly thing that popped into her head.

“I thought I was going to die out here tonight.” Why couldn’t she keep it together? And why were her legs still wrapped around a stranger’s waist?

The cowboy’s large hands seared her butt cheeks as they held her firmly up against his body and his gorgeous mouth turned up at the corners, all the way this time. “Die? From what? Eating too many grapes?”

Carrie had never felt more stupid. “I thought you were a mountain lion,” she said in a tiny voice.

This time, the cowboy flat out laughed. With his head thrown back, his neck exposed, Carrie saw the allure of being a vampire. For one wild moment she wanted to sink her teeth into his dark, lightly stubbled skin.

She wondered if sex was different with a man who used his hands, his strength for a living. Her other lovers had all been businessmen and engineers. Never hard, muscular cowboys who could last all night long, and then some. Never magnificent strangers who could hold her up against them without so much as breaking a sweat.

Yet again, Carrie was stunned by her wanton thoughts. She’d never, not once in her life, considered having a casual fling. Sex had always meant love. Or so she’d thought. For the first time, Carrie wondered what would happen if she had sex for sex’s sake. It couldn’t possibly hurt any less than finding out she’d been lying to herself for two years, could it?

“You’re worrying for nothing,” he finally said through a grin. “Mountain lions rarely come down to the valley floor. It’s too hot. Not enough trees.”

“Thank God,” she said, amazed to find herself fluttering her eyelashes in a come-hither way.

His grin turned into an intense look that made Carrie’s rapidly fluttering eyelids still. “Tell me your name,” he said.

“Carrie. Carrie Anderson.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Carrie. My name’s Tyson,” he said, as if holding a woman against him was his usual greeting, rather than a handshake. “Hungry?”

Something in her stomach flip-flopped, but not from a hunger for food. “Starved,” she said.

“Good.” He grinned again, and it was all she could do not to lean her mouth into his. “Because the boss says he’ll forgive you for trespassing if you have dinner with him.”

Oh God, she was such an idiot. She’d been caught trespassing and the cowboy had been sent out to bring her in to have her hand slapped. Or have dinner. Whatever. The point was, he didn’t want to make mad, passionate love to her under a silvery moon. She’d read him all wrong. Could she do any more to embarrass herself?

Turning from flirt to prim stranger, she dropped her legs from his waist, unwound her hands from his neck, and put a good two feet between them. “I apologize for trespassing. I assure you it was an accident. I’ll leave at once.”

The cowboy shook his head and whistled. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone go from scared to friendly to downright frigid that quick before. Got any other tricks up your sleeve?”

Carrie felt her cheeks flame. She wished she could throw a bucket of ice water over the lusty beast that had emerged from within her. Trying to act normal, she said, “It’s been a long day. I went for a walk and got lost. If you could point me back toward the Napa Valley Hotel, I’ll get off of your boss’s land. And if you could tell him it was an accident, I’d appreciate it.”

He took a step closer, and everything in her wanted to leap back into his arms again. Leaning down so close that she felt his breath on her earlobe, he said, “I don’t think he’ll like that much.”

Her heart raced another thousand beats per second. “And how do you know that?”

He looked down at his dirty clothes, then back up at her. “Because I am the boss. And I never take no for an answer.”
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