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    This one is for all my girl friends


    who like to laugh, love, and be as naughty as I do


    —you know who you are!


  




  

    Chapter One
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    SIENNA LLOYD EASED ONTO THE LEATHER STOOL behind the shop counter and stared at the official-looking, buff-colored envelope in her hand. Ignoring the sense of foreboding stealing over her shoulders, she drew in a strengthening breath and jabbed her finger under the seal. Tearing out the letter, she darted her gaze over its formal script, her eyes growing with each word.




    “No, no, no. An extra three hundred pounds…per month?” She crumpled the edges of the paper, and her throat dried. “How the hell can I afford that? You gutless piece of…you nasty son of a…” She shook her head, her eyes stinging with tears. “You bastard!”




    “Darling, please.” Her mother strolled in from the back of the shop and tossed the latest copy of Playgirl down on the counter, centerfold up. “I’m trying to read here.”




    “Read? How can you read at a time like this?” Sienna flapped the letter back and forth in front of her mother’s face. “You’re not going to believe what is in this, this thing.”




    Snatching it from Sienna’s hand, her mother snorted. “Must be a marriage proposal to put that look on your face.”




    “Ha-bloody-ha. My God, what am I going to do?” She pressed her fingers against her closed eyelids.




    “What is it?”




    “Read it.”




    A few seconds ticked by before her mother’s words bounced from the shop walls. “Bastard. Blood-sucking, business-ruining bastard.”




    Sienna snatched her hands from her eyes. “I know. What am I going to do?”




    Her mother tossed the letter on the counter. “He can’t do that, surely? That’s daylight robbery.”




    “Exactly.”




    “You can’t afford to pay that amount of money in rent each month. It’ll close you down, finish you off, put you on welfare—”




    “Thanks, Mum. I get the picture.” Sienna leapt from the stool and marched around the counter. “I know for a fact a landlord cannot just demand an increase in rent out of the blue.” Clutching her hair back from her face, she continued, “I mean, an extra three hundred pounds a month for this place? Is he insane? Doesn’t he understand what this shop stands for?”




    “Of course he doesn’t. My God, have you seen your landlord? If that man had any sort of sex life, his face wouldn’t constantly look like a slapped ass, would it?”




    Sienna looked around the shop that meant everything to her. Sienna’s Sexy Solutions held her heart and soul within its four walls.




    “I have to do something,” she said. “I need this place. Potterford needs it. People who breeze through this town and look in my shop window assume I sell lingerie and women’s toys, but it’s so much more than that. It means more to me and the women who shop here. It’s a…a saving grace, that’s what this place is.”




    Her mother came toward her with arms outstretched. “Come give me a hug.”




    Tears of frustration pricked Sienna’s eyes, and she leaned gratefully into her mother’s embrace. She couldn’t lose the shop—she’d lost too much already. Her father’s image drifted before her mind’s eye: the blood seeping through his shirt, the cuts and bruising on his face. Beaten and left for dead. Gone forever in a single twist of fate. Nothing else would be taken from her. Nothing.




    Exhaustion and fear settled around Sienna as she took in a shaky inhalation of Chanel Nº5 and the L’Oréal moisturizer her mother used. Looking to the front door, she said, “God, no wonder so many other shops on this rank have gone out of business if this is the way things are going to increase from now on. I won’t let him do this, Mum.”




    Her mother sighed. “This place is a catalyst for the well-being of each woman in this town. Simple as that.” She gave Sienna a tight squeeze before holding her at arm’s length. “We’ll fight this, okay?”




    The first inkling of Sienna’s endless reserves rose up inside her. “Everyone relies on me. Less than half an hour ago I promised Mrs. McGill I’d always be here for her. Now I could be gone by the end of next month.”




    “Is that when the lease is due for renewal?”




    “Yes. I have to do something. Now.” Whipping the letter from the countertop, Sienna brushed past her. “I took this place because it’s the cheapest I could find. Everywhere else was way over my budget.” She snatched up the phone and punched in the number at the top of the page.




    “What are you doing?”




    “I’m going to give Mr. Thomas a call, that’s what.”




    “And tell him what, exactly?”




    With confidence burning hot in her stomach, Sienna held up a finger. “Hello, may I speak with Mr. Thomas, please?”




    “I’m sorry, but he’s in a meeting right now. I’m Mr. Thomas’s assistant. Can I help you?”




    “Well, is it possible you could ask him to call Sienna Lloyd when he comes back into the office?” She threw her mother a triumphant smile.




    “I’m…um, I’m sorry, Miss Lloyd, but Mr. Thomas did tell me to expect your call.”




    Sienna’s smile dissolved. “He did?”




    “Yes. Is this about the letter he sent regarding the rent increase?”




    “Yes. But—”




    “I’m sorry, Miss Lloyd, but the rent increase stands. There is little else you can do but pay or foreclose.”




    “That’s impossible. I—”




    “Unfortunately, you signed a contract confirming either payment on the first of every month or a month’s notice of any changes made by you or Mr. Thomas. As you will have read in the letter, Mr. Thomas has allowed a generous sixty-day transition period.”




    Sienna remembered her euphoric attitude at the time she’d signed the contract two years ago, her pure, unadulterated glee at owning her own store at just twenty-six years old. She’d been confident the business would go from strength to strength. Which it had until the recession, one that had no doubt motivated the new and astronomical rent increase.




    She gripped the phone. “Surely by law he has to give me more notice. I can’t—”




    “The contract is here in black and white, Miss Lloyd. If you wish to contest it, I recommend you hire a lawyer. I really don’t see what else can be done, or even if you will be successful.”




    The woman was right. Though Sienna had been advised against it, the need to stay in Potterford with her mother, the need to have something concrete to build on, had overtaken any logical thought when she’d signed that lease.




    “I see. Right. Thank you.”




    “Miss Lloyd, I am so sorry. If there was anything I could—”




    Sienna slowly hung up the receiver, desperation creeping up her body from the tips of her toes to her scalp.




    “Well?” her mother asked. “What did they say?”




    Sienna opened her mouth. Closed it.




    “Sienna?”




    “What?”




    “What did they say?”




    She met her mother’s soft brown gaze. “It’s over.” Sienna’s body turned numb, but her mind whirled at a hundred and ten miles per hour as the pleasant little bubble she’d lived in the last two years burst with clear and unmistakable cruelty. “I’m going to have to close.”




    “What? Why? For goodness’ sake, will you please at least blink? You’re beginning to look like a very weird and very grown up Cabbage Patch Kid.”




    Blinking, Sienna groaned. “I can’t believe this is happening.”




    “Talk to me, honey.”




    “He was expecting my call. The bottom line is, if I can’t pay the new rent, I move out by the end of next month.”




    “How can he possibly—”




    “I signed the contract, Mum. I never thought…” Her words caught like barbed wire in her throat. “I just thought I’d always be okay to pay. That I could look after my business.”




    Neither of them spoke for a few seconds, and then her mother sighed. “Look, I know you don’t want to consider your dad’s money—”




    Cutting her off with a raised hand, Sienna said, “No. That money is yours.”




    “It’s ours, and you well know it.”




    “No. That money is supposed to last you the rest of your life. I’m not letting you use part of it to get me out of this. This is a blip. Nothing more. I’ll work something out. I always do.”




    Her mother lifted her hands in surrender. “Fine. We’ll come up with some fail-safe promotions. How about we push the vibrators and play down the chocolate body paint?”




    Sienna’s shoulders relaxed, and she managed a small smile. “I don’t want to push anything on anyone. If I need to, I’ll move out of here and find somewhere else. It’s okay. It’s not the end of the world.”




    Her mother stepped forward and cupped her hand to Sienna’s jaw. “Really? Then why do you look as though it is?”




    Sienna closed her eyes. “It’s a shock. That’s all. It’s nothing I can’t handle.”




    “Look at me.”




    Reluctantly, she did. “What?”




    “Have you considered this might be fate? A chance to take your life in an entirely different direction?”




    Sienna shook her head. “Don’t start that again. I’m not going anywhere. I’m happy here. You know I am.”




    “I’m not denying that, but things happen for a reason. Maybe this rent increase means it’s time for you to get the hell out of Dodge. Start making a life away from your old mum for a while.”




    “No. I’m not leaving you.”




    “What about that friend of yours? The one in London with the lingerie chain? He would snap you up in a heartbeat. What’s his name?”




    “It doesn’t matter what his name is. I’m not going.”




    “Sienna, please at least think about it. You left school at eighteen, started working in retail, and you haven’t stopped since. You were named National Salesperson of the Year when you were twenty-one, for crying out loud. Can you imagine what you could do in the city?”




    “I’m not leaving you.”




    Her mother jabbed her finger in the air. “There. You said it. You’re not leaving me. Do you really think I’m that helpless? That I can’t fend for myself? You’re my daughter. Where do you think you get your gumption from?”




    “Then you know when I say I’m going to do something, I do it. I’m staying. Like it or not, I won’t leave Potterford after everything that’s happened.”




    “I see. So, you’ll stay here looking after me, living alone for the rest of your life. Good plan, Sienna. Real good.” Her mother’s cheeks darkened. “You’re scared, honey. I get that. In order to grow, you have to face the fear of loss. It’s as simple as that.”




    Sienna’s breaths grew harried as her frustration rose. “Did I say my decisions are logical? Did I? Maybe my need to look after you after what happened to Dad is completely irrational, but there it is. I’m staying. Now, can we talk about something else? Like where I’m going to move the shop?”




    Her mother sighed. “You’re twenty-eight years old, sweetheart. You still have your life ahead of you, but time is running out to make the changes you need now.”




    Her heart twisting at the sight of her mother’s tears, Sienna’s shoulders slumped. “Mum, I’m sorry. I know you think I need more out of life, but I don’t. I’m happy. And time isn’t running out.” She smiled. “Things happen when we least expect it. Who’s to say what will happen a year from now? A month? Right now, I want to stay here with you. Okay?”




    “You need to get away from me and start building your life. Dad may be dead, but you’re not. Please. Take this opportunity and get out there.”




    “Mum, stop this.” Sienna pulled her into a hug. “You don’t want me to leave. You want me to find a man willing to marry my stubborn ass and impregnate me with triplets, that’s all.”




    “Triplets?” her mother exclaimed with a huff. “A boyfriend would be a start.”




    Sienna laughed. “Been there, done that. Not really sure I miss it all that much either.”




    “All I’m saying is someone with your brains and looks shouldn’t be selling sex toys in a small market town like Potterford. You should be working for some hotshot company in the city by day and sipping cocktails in a fancy wine bar by night.”




    Sienna pressed a kiss to her mother’s furrowed brow. “I love that you care about me, and I love that you think I should be doing more, but I want to stay here. I’m beginning to think I always will.” She held her mother at arm’s length and squeezed. “Now, come on, we need to start thinking. I’m here to stay. Shop or no shop. Man or no man. You might as well get used to it.”
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    Jack Beaton pulled into the driveway of his new home and turned off the engine. The late June sunshine lit up the house’s façade like an illuminated opportunity. The epitome of family contentment, and he hoped to God it would be. Three bedrooms, two bathrooms, a huge back yard, and a small front lawn. Pink rose bushes bloomed along the flagstone walkway to the dark blue front door complete with polished brass knocker. Small-town suburban life. Was it really him?




    He swallowed. Maybe not yet, but it would be. For him and his daughters, he had to make this move work. They would be happy there—he felt it.




    Jack swiveled around. Holly and Katy slept in the backseat of the car; the journey from the city had been uneventful enough for both of them to nod off over an hour ago. Was he being fair bringing them to a small town like Potterford? The ever-present doubt whether he’d done the right thing poked and prodded at his conscience, and he screwed his eyes shut.




    It had been two years since their mother left, and for the last twelve months she hadn’t made any contact. That last encounter in court hadn’t gone well, and despite Jack trying his best to come to an agreement they’d both be happy with, his ex-wife, Martina, had continued to drink, so he was granted full custody. Now was the right time to start again, so Jack had packed the girls up and moved away.




    Of course, if by some miracle Martina did want to see her children, they wouldn’t be hard to find. But for now at least, they were free. Peace, stability, and ultimately the children’s security—that was Jack’s goal from here on out. The bad times were two years in the past, and today he and the girls would build something new.




    Opening his eyes, Jack got out of the car and into the embrace of the warm summer sunshine. The house loomed large in front of him, taunting him with its domestic appeal. His smile was slow in coming, but when it did, it stretched to a grin.




    Eight weeks earlier, after months considering what to do next and thinking about relocating, Jack had driven farther and farther from the city and stumbled across Potterford. He’d been drawn to the small towns and tiny hamlets nestled in and around southwest England. And when he’d first pulled into Marsden Place, a strange peace had settled over him. This tiny and quiet cul-de-sac was what they needed; its circumference of picture-perfect houses with their whitewashed walls and slate-gray roofs would form a protective circle around him and his children. That was what these houses were built for. Families. Even families without a mother.




    The location was perfect. A quiet suburban town would be as attractive to Martina as a garden party to Ozzy Osbourne. She wouldn’t come within ten feet of the place.




    Jack’s scrutiny then settled on the house next door. After making some discreet inquiries about his new neighbor, he’d learned the woman who lived at number sixteen was a young professional with a thriving business in town. The real estate agent hadn’t mentioned a husband or children, but even if his neighbor was the “career type,” she wouldn’t be able to resist falling in love with Holly and Katy. Everyone did.




    And if she didn’t? Well, that would be too bad because, along with their father, they were here to stay.




    “Daddy?”




    Jack spun around. Bending down, he peeped his head through the open car window. “Hey, Pud’. Want to get out?”




    Katy screwed a fist into her eye and yawned widely enough to display her tonsils before she gave a sleepy nod. “Uh-huh.”




    Grinning, he opened the back door and lifted her from the car seat. “You sleep okay?”




    “Yes.” She dropped her head into the crook of his neck, her face directed toward their new home.




    Inhaling her warm sleepy smell, Jack pulled her close. “Do you remember this house from when we visited last week?”




    “We’re going to live here.”




    “Do you still like it?”




    “Uh-huh. It’s pretty.”




    “It is, isn’t it?” Relief swept through Jack’s chest. “We’re going to be happy here, baby. I promise.”




    “I want to go in.”




    “We’ll wait for Holly to wake up first.”




    “Daddy? Daddy! Let me out, let me out.”




    He shifted Katy’s weight onto his hip and went around to the other side of the car. “Well, well, well, guess who’s awake? It’s Miss Bossy Boots herself.”




    Katy giggled, and Jack opened the door, greeted by Holly’s impenetrable glare, her arms steadfastly crossed. “Not funny, Daddy.”




    He grinned and extracted her from her car seat, lifting her easily onto his other hip. “Sorry, Munchkin. You’re still kind of cute, though.”




    She pouted. “I am not cute. Babies are cute. I’m four.”




    “Okay, then you’re beautiful. How’s that?”




    Her features softened. A little. “Nice.”




    Jack bit back a laugh. “Right, Chalk and Cheese, shall we go and check out our new home?”




    “Yay!” The girls punched the air with their tiny fists.




    With a lion-esque roar, Jack ran toward the house with the twins bouncing up and down, screaming happily. At the front door, he lowered them to the ground, pulled the key from the back pocket of his jeans, and held it aloft.




    “Ready?”




    “Yay!”




    “Are you sure? There won’t be any fighting over bedrooms?”




    “No, Daddy,” promised Katy.




    “No, Daddy,” said Holly. “Katy will let me have whichever room I want.”




    He frowned. “Holly…”




    “I will, Daddy,” interrupted Katy.




    “I know, but that’s not the point, is it?” Both girls looked at him, confusion etched across their faces. It didn’t matter how much Jack tried to teach them to share and share alike; the twins’ way of doing things worked perfectly for them. So who was he to interfere? He shrugged. “Forget it. Let’s go.”




    Slipping the key into the lock, Jack swung the door back on its hinges, and like two bullets from a gun, Holly and Katy shot ahead of him and along the hardwood floor of the hallway. Jack stepped over the threshold himself and took a long, slow look around him; he ran his hand over the polished newel post of the staircase and smooth, creamy white walls. The place was spotless. So clean there was still a trace of lemon furniture polish mixed with new paint. A million miles from anything the twins had known before.




    Their screams of delight and discovery echoed around him, filling him with satisfaction. Tomorrow they’d move their stuff from the old house and start making a new life.




    “Daddy, come see.”




    Following Holly’s call, Jack walked into the sun-filled living room, where she and Katy stood side-by-side holding hands as they peered through the glass patio doors.




    “What are you looking at?”




    “There’s a lady out there,” they said in unison.




    “Where? In the garden?” He stepped closer and looked over their heads. “Well, look at that.”




    Jack smiled as his gaze appreciated the toned thighs of the woman crawling across his newly acquired lawn.


  




  

    Chapter Two
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    SIENNA CRAWLED TOWARD THE FLOWER BORDERS in number seventeen’s back yard, all the while muttering about landlords, sharp sticks, and the battering of male genitalia. After Mr. Evans from across the street had commandeered her on her way in from work and gleefully informed Sienna her new neighbor would be moving in tomorrow, she realized she’d forgotten to “borrow” a few of the daffodil bulbs from his or her new garden.




    Even though there was zero chance of her ever receiving the gardener of the year award, Sienna didn’t want her new neighbor overlooking her completely colorless yard next spring while theirs bloomed like a bloody rainbow. So, she would help herself to a few bulbs lurking in the beds waiting to erupt in the New Year. It wasn’t as though the new owner would miss what they didn’t know they’d had, right?




    Having never stolen so much as a piece of candy in her life, she pushed away the guilt hovering around her like a pesky gossamer curtain. After the day she’d had, she was due some sunny pleasure, and nothing was sunnier than daffodils. Brandishing her trowel, she plunged the tip into the soil to catapult the first one out.




    BANG, BANG, BANG!




    The sound of a fist against glass hurled her back onto her ass. “Holy crap!”




    The trowel flew from her hand up into the air, narrowly missing her left ear on its descent. Her blood pumped wildly as her heart beat an out-of-control tattoo. She looked to the patio doors. Two of the most angelic—yet mischievous—faces Sienna had ever seen stared back at her.




    Surely those two hadn’t the strength to bang on the doors that hard? She frantically scanned the back of the house. Bedroom windows: empty. Kitchen window: empty. Then the back door opened. Scrambling to her feet, Sienna brushed the mud from her knees.




    “Oh, Lord. Here goes.” She plastered on a smile as embarrassment burned her cheeks.




    When the man, presumably the kids’ father, emerged into the sunlight, her smile disintegrated and her mouth dropped wide open. Come to Mama.




    He strode out onto the decking above her. His shoulders were broad, his face handsome in a rugged, careless kind of way. His hair was thick and dark, with bits flopping onto his forehead.




    She clamped her mouth shut to lock in a tongue that wanted to loll onto the grass.




    “Can I help you?” He walked down the steps toward her.




    His voice was deep, husky, and very, very male. Sienna shivered and drew in a shaky breath.




    Talk, woman, talk. “Um, hi.” She smiled. “Funny story. I was just…”




    “Pinching some of my flowers?”




    She laughed, the sound far too high-pitched. “I wasn’t pinching your flowers. Noooo. I was checking the soil. I’ve been…um…you know, watering them while the place has been empty.”




    “Ah, I see.”




    She bent over to retrieve the trowel. Anything to escape the unrelenting intensity of his gorgeous blue eyes. Lingering for a moment, she cranked her brain into overdrive thinking of something remotely feasible and effective to get her out of there in the minimum amount of time. But her brain remained so unresponsive, she considered the fact she might be dead.




    Sienna straightened, but his line of sight remained fixed where her ass had been. Unexpected pleasure swept through her; she couldn’t remember a guy of this caliber ever looking at her like that. Unsure what to do or say—but pocketing the silent compliment for another day—Sienna cleared her throat.




    His eyes shot to hers, and a flush of color burst from the collar of his shirt to his cheeks. Something hitched inside her chest, and further humiliation flooded her senses at being caught helping herself to his daffodils. God, she had to get out of there. Get out before things got any more mortifying.




    She raised her hands. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…I’m embarrassed you caught me…”




    He threw a glance toward the house. A stone dropped into her belly and thawed her heated attraction. The girls. The girls at the window. They were no longer there.




    When she faced him again, his mouth drifted into a soft smile; the blush had faded from his face, leaving behind a rich tan. He held out his hand. “Jack Beaton. Nice to meet you.”




    Feeling more self-assured by his kindness, Sienna took his hand in hers. Smooth, firm, big. “Sienna Lloyd. Nice to meet you too.”




    After a long moment, he slowly pulled his hand from her grip. “So, I’m guessing if you’ve been watering my plants, you must be my new neighbor?”




    She slid her hands into the front pockets of her shorts, where they couldn’t get into mischief. “Yep, number sixteen. There’s a gap in our adjoining fence down there. Can you see it? I can get it boarded up in no time.” She grimaced as a way of apology. “Seeing as how you found me skulking round in your garden, I will completely understand if you want that done sooner rather than later.”




    “Daddy?”




    At the sound of his daughter’s voice, Jack leapt away as though Sienna had lifted her top and flashed her size-D breasts in his face. The two girls who’d been at the window now stood on the decking, side by side like sentries, identical expressions of concern on their faces.




    Daddy. Sienna swallowed. She was flirting with their father while Mummy was no doubt inside unpacking boxes. What was the matter with her? Clearly her landlord’s letter had sent her over the moral edge. She opened her mouth to make her excuses and get the hell out of there, but Daddy got there first.




    “Hey, you two. Come and meet our new neighbor.”




    Anxiety spread like spilt water through Sienna’s veins, turning her blood ice-cold. She didn’t know how to talk to kids. She didn’t do kids. Was scared of them…and what they meant. Love. Nurture. Eternal dependability. None of those things lasted. Not really. Even these two adorable and incredibly identical twins, struggling down the decking steps as quickly as their four- or five-year-old legs could carry them, wouldn’t break her resolve to not get involved.




    “I…um…I must get back—”




    “Sure, we won’t keep you. Let me just introduce you to my kids. You’ll love them.” Pride rang in his voice like bells at Christmastime.




    “You don’t understand.” She glanced at the twins as they approached at an alarming rate. “I…kids don’t tend to like me.”




    “What?” He raised a brow.




    Sienna lifted her shoulders. “I know. Crazy, but there we are. So…”




    “Mine will like you.” He grinned. “Promise.”




    Somehow she managed a wobbly smile. What the hell was she supposed to say to that?




    The girls reached their Daddy Destination, and each clamped a possessive arm around a thick, muscular thigh.




    “Girls, this is Sienna, our new neighbor. Say hi.”




    Silence.




    Sienna widened her frozen smile to a grin and lifted her hand in a halfhearted wave. “Hello, girls.”




    One of them pointed to her shorts. “You have teeny-tiny shorts like Barbie.”




    Heat flared in Sienna’s face for a second time in the last few minutes, but she laughed. “Barbie? These aren’t Barbie shorts, honey. They’re just shorts.”




    The girl’s eyes narrowed. “Short shorts.”




    Feeling more and more like a hooker chatting to a little girl on the sidewalk, Sienna looked to Jack for help. His grin was so wide, it looked glued on. His eyes shone with glee.




    “It was lovely to meet your daughters,” Sienna said, glaring, “but now I have to get back.”




    Jack’s smile faltered. “Is there a problem?”




    “No, I’ve already explained—”




    “Kids don’t like you. Right.” The tone of his voice had dropped lower.




    Sienna cleared her throat. “Right. Well, it was lovely to meet you all. I’m sure I’ll see you soon.”




    She moved to walk away when Jack’s voice stopped her. “Their names are Holly and Katy, if you’re interested.” Sienna pivoted around. “If you want to borrow anything else,” he continued, “just ask. We’re friendly enough.”




    “Thanks. I will.”




    His hands smoothed protectively over his daughters’ chocolate brown hair, and Sienna’s stomach tightened at the memory of how her dad would do the exact same thing to her.




    “I’ll…um, see you round,” she said. “Say hi to your wife for me.”




    Jack’s face darkened. “My wife?”




    “I’m assuming you’ve got a wife inside to go along with your kids.”




    Seconds passed before the hardness in Jack’s eyes softened. The skin at his neck shifted, and he blinked rapidly a couple times. “I’m divorced.”




    Sienna watched him warily. Jack Beaton might have looked like he should be served between two slices of puff pastry and covered in squirty cream, but he apparently also came with a side of baggage.




    “Okay. Well, I’m sorry to hear that.”




    With no response, he just looked her over as though searching for God knew what. Shifting from one foot to the other, Sienna glanced at the twins. Had he forgotten they were there? One looked up at him while gnawing her bottom lip; the other stared straight at Sienna with pure venom.




    “It was nice to meet you, girls.” She smiled widely, in the hope it lifted whatever the hell had frozen their dad to the spot. “I apologize if I get your names mixed up; you look like two peas in a pod.” Facing Jack again, she held out her hand. “Welcome to Marsden Place. I hope you’ll be happy here.”




    Finally meeting her eyes, he took her hand in his. He looked so damn vulnerable…yet hugely muscular and demanding. A potentially lethal combination.




    Sienna shook her head and laughed to lighten the mood. “And I hope you’ll forgive my crawling in your grass uninvited. No hard feelings?”




    To her relief, he smiled. “Not at all. We hope to see you again soon, Sienna.”




    “Indeed, you will. Bye, girls.” She looked back at Jack and raised her hand to her head in a salute. “Bye, Daddy.”




    He laughed and saluted right back. “See you.”




    Turning, head held high and swinging the trowel nonchalantly back and forth, Sienna hesitated as she neared the fence. Then, after a second’s contemplation, she swallowed her pride, dropped to her knees, and crawled as gracefully as possible through the hole to her yard.




    She reached her patio doors to a chorus of male laughter mixed with dual-tone giggling. She smiled. For the first time in a long while, the sound of children playing with their father didn’t grate on her nerves or stab at her heart. Instead, it was incredibly satisfying. Her impression was that their dad needed to laugh. And seeing as Mrs. Jack wasn’t around…




    Sienna shook her head. “Nope, the man has issues. Real, bona fide ones. I do not need that right now. At all.”




    Walking through the kitchen and up the stairs, the problem of her non-existent business premises loomed large, pushing Jack Beaton to the back of her mind. The first thing she needed to do was get some legal advice. Yes. Legal advice was the way forward. This time, no mistakes, no loopholes.




    She wandered into the bedroom at the back of her house and peered into the yard next door. Jack and his daughters were running around the grass, playing a rough-and-tumble game of tag. Every time their dad caught them in his arms and lifted them onto his shoulders in a fireman’s lift, Holly or Katy screeched with delight.




    Sienna crossed her arms over the ache in her chest before snapping the drapes tightly closed. With the world shut out and no one to see her, she slipped to the floor. Once again, her life had taken a downward tumble, and she had to find a new way to start over.
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    Two days later, Sienna sat across the desk from her lawyer. Tall and slim with a mass of thick black hair nearly reaching her waist, Kelsey Morgan looked more sexy-supermodel than lawyer. She was also Sienna’s best friend and a dynamo with the legal ins and outs of the corporate world. Right then, she was worth her weight in designer clothes.




    Legalities bored Sienna to tears, but receiving the cursed rent increase hadn’t left her any choice but to face them. That made Kelsey her guardian angel…albeit a guardian angel with a penchant for guys in tight leather trousers.




    “So?” Sienna asked. “What do you think? Could I legally run the business from Marsden Place?”




    “Yes, but why on earth would you want to? It’s your home. You don’t want sex-crazed pensioners and horny twenty-somethings traipsing in and out at all hours.”




    Sienna arched an eyebrow. “Pensioners and twenty-somethings? What about thirty-year-old lawyers bringing back what they think is a faulty vibrator at ten o’clock at night, only to discover she’s worn out the batteries?”




    Kelsey slid on her glasses and glared. “Hey, that was one time.”




    Sienna laughed. “One I will never let you forget.”




    “Really? Well, maybe I won’t give you the benefit of my advice free of charge, if that’s the case. It was me who warned you about the contract for the shop in the first place, if you remember.”




    Sienna raised her hands. “I’m joking. It’s forgotten. I promise never to mention it again.”




    “Hmm, until next time.”




    Kelsey’s cell phone rang, and she snatched it up. Glancing at the display, her smile dissolved. “Oh, hell. What does he want?”




    “Who?”




    “Mike Bloody Scott.” She jabbed the talk button. “What?”




    Sienna shook her head and grinned. No matter how much her friend denied it, Mike got under her skin, and if Sienna suspected correctly, a whole lot of other places too.




    Kelsey leaned back in her chair. “I didn’t promise you anything. I said I’d help if I can…No…Fine, you owe me one. Big time.” Her cheeks flushed pink, and she averted Sienna’s eyes. “No, not dinner. You owe me a business favor if the occasion should ever arise that I need a vain, conceited family lawyer in my corner.”




    Sienna bit back her laugh. Was Kelsey aware that she was smiling and doodling hearts on her blotter?




    Seconds later, Kelsey snapped the phone shut and cleared her throat. “Asshole.”




    “God, you are so stubborn.”




    Kelsey glared. “What?”




    “You and Mike,” Sienna answered with a grin. “It’s burning like a bloody inferno between you. Sooner or later, you’ll have to jump into the fire, my friend. Mark my words.”




    Kelsey gave an inelegant snort. “Yeah, when I’m past desperate and feel as though my vagina’s sealed up.” She raised her eyebrows. “Which, when you look as good as me, ain’t never gonna happen.”




    “You’re so damn modest. I really wish I could be more like you.”




    They exchanged a smile before Kelsey leaned her elbows on her desk and slipped into lawyer mode. “Right, back to business. You can do this with your shop if you’re serious.”




    Sienna scooted forward on her seat, all thoughts of Mike vanishing. “I am. I’ll make sure the peace of Marsden Place isn’t disrupted. It helps that my house is at the very end of the cul-de-sac. And I live on the corner of what’s already a busier street that people take to cross through town. There’s also that bakery just along from me, so my neighbors are used to a little bit of commerce. It makes complete sense for me to do this, Kelse. Think of the money I’ll save in overhead.”




    “True. You’ll have to pay business rates and other bits and pieces, but I still think it will work out a hell of a lot cheaper for you. I’m just not sure about you opening your home to the public this way.” Kelsey reached across the desk and gestured for Sienna’s hand.




    “What?”




    “Your mum phoned me.”




    “Do you think I didn’t know that? I know my mother like I know myself. She’s as worried about this as you are. She wants me to ship out of Potterford and get a career in London.”




    “Is that such a bad idea?”




    Sienna pulled her hand from Kelsey’s and rolled her eyes. “Not you as well.”




    “Come on. I’m worried about you.”




    “Why? Because I want to stay in my hometown? Does that make me some kind of freak or something?”




    “No, it’s the reason you’re staying here that’s the problem.”




    “What do you mean? Why aren’t you in London making a fortune? Why are you staying here? God, why is the fact I want to stay in the place I grew up such a problem? What’s the point in moving to a city where I don’t know anyone?” Sienna leapt from her chair and turned her back. The painted landscape on the wall blurred, and she blinked hard in an effort to dispel the threat of tears when Kelsey moved behind her.




    “Sienna, look at me.”




    Sienna counted to five and turned around. “What?”




    “Your dad died in the most heroic yet violent way. Something like that has never happened in Potterford before, and I hope to God it never does again. But there was nothing you could have done to protect him, so you cannot put your life on hold to look after everyone else instead. There’s your mum, me, every other person in town…who’s next? You’ll burn out. You need to have some breathing space. Have some fun; go on a date.”




    Jack Beaton’s face appeared in Sienna’s mind, and she closed her eyes as if that could shut it out. The wall clock ticked away the seconds as she fought the panic swelling hard and fast behind her ribcage like a balloon nearing explosion. She was better off alone. Isn’t that what she’d been telling herself the last two years?




    “You’re wrong, you know,” she said.




    “Am I?”




    “Yes. This isn’t just about Dad.”




    “Then what? Talk to me.”




    “I’m scared, okay?”




    “Scared of what?”




    Sienna opened her eyes. “Scared of all of it. Losing Mum. Losing you. God knows I’d love to get close to someone, but…” Her breath caught.




    Kelsey pulled her into her arms. “Okay. Okay, I get it.” She sighed. “Fine. You live your life as you want, but shutting down isn’t going to change the past. Getting on with it will. Take some time away from here at least. I’ll look out for your mum.”




    Sienna pulled back. “I need to be here, Kelse. Now, are you going to help prevent my business from collapsing after everything I’ve put into building it or not? Moving it to my place makes absolute sense. This way I’m completely my own boss. Mum can come and go as she pleases—”




    “Why, yes, she can, along with me and half the women in town. Coming and going from the privacy of your home so you can continue to fulfill everyone’s needs while ignoring your own.”




    “I thought you understood.”




    “I do.”




    “No, Kelse. You don’t.” Sienna stepped back and whipped her bag from Kelsey’s desk. “From a business point of view, it makes sense for me to move the shop home: yes or no?”




    “Sienna, sit down. I’m only trying to help you find the escape and self-indulgence you need. Tell me the last time you had a day at the spa or even a cappuccino and wedge of strawberry cheesecake with me? Tell me the last time you let a guy take you out for dinner?”




    Sienna opened her mouth to protest, but sexy Blue Eyes came into her mind once more. Damn it. “Look, I’ll get the business moved, let all my customers know about it and the date I’ll reopen, and then you and I will go away for a couple of nights, okay? We’ll have a spa weekend with cheesecake and cappuccino and everything.”




    Kelsey smiled. “Are you serious?”




    Sienna raised her hand as though she was taking an oath. “I promise. Now draw up everything I need to get the ball rolling.”




    Kelsey wrapped her arms around Sienna in a boa-constrictor-strength hug. “A whole weekend, girlfriend. Pamper by day, predators by night. I’m telling you something right now: use it or lose it. Start living by what you preach, Missy, or your customers will start thinking you’re a fake.”




    They say the truth hurts, and Sienna could only presume the lash that had just struck her chest like a whip had the word guilty etched on its tip. She shrugged from Kelsey’s embrace. “New premises. New life. We’ll go away, and when we get back, I’ll think about looking for a new man, too. How’s that?”




    Kelsey took her elbow and steered her toward the door. “I would so like to believe you, but I don’t. You’ve had men ask you out, but you haven’t said yes to one of them in over a year.”




    “Maybe nobody has sparked my interest for a while.” She winked. “Things change when you least expect it.”




    “What do you mean by that?” Kelsey narrowed her eyes. “Have you met some—”




    “See you later.” Sienna pressed a kiss to Kelsey’s cheek and scooted through the door, slamming it rather succinctly on her friend’s question.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    [image: chap3-72dpi.jpg]




    SIENNA PULLED INTO HER DRIVEWAY feeling a million times more optimistic than she had before she’d met with Kelsey. She’d only just cut the engine when an ear-splitting scream came from outside the car. Sienna sat bolt upright.




    “Bloody hell.” She pressed her hand to her racing heart and looked through the windshield.




    The sight that greeted her didn’t bode well for the quiet night she hankered for.




    Yet a traitorous smile tugged at her lips. Why did those twins have to be so cute? Sienna watched Holly and Katy run back and forth across the front yard, and a burst of laughter bubbled in her throat. If her guess was right as to which twin was which, it was Katy who screamed hysterically in one continual stream of terror while Holly chased her with what looked suspiciously like dog poo on the end of a stick.




    “You’re a little firecracker, my girl,” Sienna said, laughing. She then turned to see Blue Eyes was also in the yard, and she groaned. Now that was just cruel.




    Clearly, Jack Beaton possessed the same unfathomable gift all parents of young kids seem to have—the innate ability to completely zone out to the chaos erupting all around them and walk about as though they’re alone in a silent meadow. But it wasn’t the way Jack calmly steered a wheelbarrow around the lawn that made Sienna’s heart race, nor the way he stopped and held up a rather raggedy-looking tulip bulb and smelled it, as though checking what it was.




    What injected lust into her loins like liquid aphrodisiac would be his half-naked state of undress. His back made a perfect triangle, tapering down to a hard, buff ass encased in what surely had to be tailor-made Levi’s. A film of perspiration glinted along the length of his naked, golden spine as muscles rippled beneath the skin in all their sinewy glory.




    Sienna sighed. It was pointless to deny he caused sensations in her that hadn’t been stirred for a mighty long time. She ran the tip of her tongue over dry lips and squeezed her thighs together to stem the throbbing. Why did a man who looked like that have to move in next door when she had so many problems? Damn, if she hadn’t already felt as though her entire existence teetered on a precipice, she might have even tried to get used to the idea of kids for some up-close and personal time with a guy like that.




    As if to put Sienna out of her misery, Jack abandoned his gardening, picked up a box from his driveway, and carried it inside the house.
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