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  Prologue




  “Whew, the last baby’s finally asleep.” Morgan followed Katie Jo into the living room. “I’m sure glad I only had Becky instead of twins. I don’t know how you do it, Keva.”




  “Gage helps a lot,” Keva replied, then grinned. “If he doesn’t, he knows he’ll be sleeping in there with the boys.”




  The other ladies nodded in agreement. They all had their own methods of getting their husbands to help, but for the McVicker men, sex was a major negotiating tool.




  “Speaking of, I wonder how they’re all doing,” Penny said. “I don’t remember the last time all six of them went to Colorado to the cabin. It was a brilliant idea, Suzy, to have them take John and Michael out there for their birthday.”




  “I don’t understand, though.” Morgan frowned. “Before Travis left, he closed a savings account and gave me the money. He said to buy Becky’s baby furniture and that his brothers were paying for it. Do you know what that’s all about?”




  Penny and Suzy laughed. “I’d forgotten about their bet,” Penny said.




  “Bet?” Katie Jo asked.




  Penny nodded. “When Gordon and Suzy got married, the other five guys each put one hundred dollars into a savings account. Whoever got married last got the whole pot. You know, each of them figuring they’d be the last to fall. And, you gals,” she nodded at the three youngest women, “knocked them down like dominoes. Keva and Steve—whoops. That’s Gage to you,” she pointed to Keva, who insisted on calling her husband by his middle name, since that was how she had met him. “Then Chase and our darling Katie Jo, and finally Travis and Morgan, who somehow manage working together at the newspaper, which I could never do with Mike.”




  “So that’s how Travis got the pot,” Suzy said. “Lucky you. Gordon would have probably bought a new set of golf clubs with it.”




  “But John’s not married,” Morgan replied. Even though she and Travis had been married a year and a half, she was still learning about the McVicker family. “Why would Travis get the money?”




  Keva and Katie Jo echoed her question, so Morgan knew she wasn’t the only one out of the loop.




  Penny pursed her lips and looked at Suzy. Their husbands, Mike and Gordon, were the two oldest, and like the brothers, the two women were often the ones who controlled the clan, so to speak. Well, Mike and John were twins, but in this case, that didn’t count.




  “Does anyone want a margarita?” Suzy perkily asked as she hopped up from the sofa and headed toward the kitchen. Morgan was close behind, followed by the others.




  “Spill it,” Keva said.




  “We were sworn to secrecy,” Suzy practically whined, digging into the freezer for ice.




  “We might as well tell them,” Penny said. “It could save someone from putting their foot in their mouth later on.”




  “If you don’t tell, Suzy, I’ll tell Gordon how much you really spent on the remodeling,” Morgan stated, not above using blackmail to get a juicy story. It was the reporter in her. All the girls turned to her, mouths open.




  Penny smiled. “Spoken like a true McVicker sister-in-law.” She turned to Suzy. “Better make those margaritas extra strong.”




  Penny looked at each woman in turn. “If we tell, you have got to promise never to breathe a word of it. The guys know, of course, but nobody talks about it. It’s just too embarrassing.”




  Morgan noticed the shift in body language as all the women leaned forward. She gazed around the circle of women, all in comfy pajamas and enjoying a weekend of sisterhood at Suzy’s home in Boston while their husbands were off fishing in Colorado. She dearly loved belonging to this family, just one more plus to being married to Travis.




  “John was married,” Penny began, and then held up her hand before anyone could utter a question, “soon after Michael and I were. But less than six months later, he found out she was cheating on him.”




  “So he divorced her,” Suzy picked up the story, handing each woman a salt-rimmed glass of frosty margarita.




  “There’s nothing embarrassing about that,” Katie Jo said.




  Penny bit her lip, then scrunched up her mouth. “He found her cheating with another woman. John was terribly hurt over the deception, and I think he feels he can’t trust his instincts when it comes to women.”




  “Huh? I don’t understand,” Katie Jo broke the silence that met Penny’s pronouncement.




  “Come on, Katie, surely you can’t be that naive,” Penny commented. “His wife was a lesbian.”




  “Oh.” Katie Jo’s cheeks stained bright red with embarrassment.




  The sisters-in-law knew some of Katie’s background, and Morgan suspected perhaps, she was that naive. She quickly jumped into the conversation. “You know, maybe he just hasn’t found the right woman.”




  “Someone he could be his totally macho, totally McVicker male self around,” Keva added.




  Penny and Suzy adamantly shook their heads. “No. Don’t even think it. He’s just not interested.”




  “What if we introduced him to friends?”




  “Tried that.”




  “Set him up on a blind date?”




  “Been there, done that,” Suzy stated.




  “What if he were being stalked?” Keva questioned.




  “You can’t do that!” Penny’s exclamation was met with firm nods of the head, but Morgan was interested.




  “Explain.”




  Keva, who edited romance for a large New York publishing company, grinned. “Okay, so maybe stalked is too strong of a word, but it’s like a good plot. If John knows we’re setting him up, of course he’s going to get defensive. Whoever we choose needs to be secretive and very subtle in her approach; sly almost, so he doesn’t suspect a thing.”




  The women now nodded in agreement. “What we have to do is find someone soft-spoken and gentle and totally feminine,” Katie Jo suggested. “Someone to trigger his protective instincts.” Morgan knew Katie Jo was thinking of her husband, Chase, who had rescued her from an abusive ex-husband and was still very protective of her.




  “Does anyone know a woman like that?”




  All five women shook their heads.




  “Maybe we don’t need to actually find someone.” Keva grinned and Morgan knew there was nothing she liked better than a good plot. “Let’s play what if,” Keva continued. “What would happen if we started sending him flowers or something and sign them from a secret admirer?”




  “That might at least get him to looking at the women around him,” Penny said thoughtfully. “Maybe if he thought one of them liked him, he might actually come out of his shell and ask her out.”




  “Here’s a what if,” Suzy said. “What if we just ask our husbands to find someone?”




  Her question was met with hoots of laughter.




  “You actually want to rely on our husbands to find a soul mate for John?” Morgan asked. Although she had been married less time than the other women, she knew the McVicker men well enough to guess what type of woman they would pick for sweet-hearted John. “We want soft and feminine.”




  “Yeah, shy and reserved,” Katie Jo added.




  “I think John can do this; he just needs a kick-start,” Keva said.




  “Okay, we go with Keva’s plan,” Penny stated, getting out paper and pencils so they could take notes as to who would do what and when.




  By the third round of margaritas, the five women, all of whom dearly loved their husbands and the entire McVicker family, had, in their slightly inebriated minds, successfully plotted the downfall of the last hold out—John Jefferson McVicker.




  Chapter 1




  John looked at the latest delivery. “Who are those from?” he asked wearily, not really expecting an answer.




  “Don’t know, sir.”




  John took the envelope hooked to the vase of gerber daisies. He knew even before he opened it what it would say. From your secret admirer were four words he was coming to hate. He tipped the young man and walked back into his office, leaving the vase of flowers on the counter. His customers might as well enjoy them, because he would not.




  The deliveries had begun a month ago, and he was about at his wits’ end. His favorite flowers, his favorite chocolate from Lindt’s. He had even received a box of éclairs from The North End Bakery at Faneuil Hall Market Place and he thought nobody else in the world knew he loved those sweets. And those four words always on the card.




  He thought he had figured it out when Doris Glade stopped at the store twice in one week. While she was a regular customer, she more often called than visited, and lately, she seemed inclined to linger. She was a tall, slender woman about his age and she loved antiques as much as he did. He thought if she were subtly trying to gauge his interest, it wouldn’t hurt to ask her out. But the next time she had come in, a man was with her and she introduced him to John as her fiancé.




  “That’s why I don’t date,” he grumbled to himself.




  “It’s June eighth,” Agnes Kregley stated from her desk across the room from him.




  “What?”




  “You asked the date.”




  He shook his head. Agnes was almost as old as some of the antiques he had in the store, but he just couldn’t let her go. She waited on customers, kept the books, answered the phone, and knew as much about his business as he did. The fact that she was hard of hearing and wore thick bifocals was usually a minor hindrance.




  Sighing, he tossed the plain white card in the trash and turned to his computer. He needed to make travel arrangements for his trip west. There were two major auctions he wanted to attend, already mentally running through his customer list for items he knew would be of interest to them.




  * * * *




  Two weeks and more mysterious phone call hang-ups and cookie deliveries later, John had had it. Especially in the face of the break-in at his store. The back door had been jimmied and his desk rifled through, but since he didn’t keep any cash in the office after hours, nothing seemed to be gone. Apparently the robbers didn’t feel like hauling off antique furniture.




  He filed a police report, but doubted anything would come of it, especially since nothing had been stolen. He hadn’t told the police about the other strange things happening to him. When he thought about the different incidents individually, they appeared rather insignificant. Only when he put everything together with this latest trouble did he wonder if someone was after him. There was just one thing he could do, so he sent Agnes home for the day, locked up the shop, and headed downtown.




  * * * *




  John burst through the door of Gordon’s law office, ignoring the secretary as he claimed his brother’s attention with a single statement.




  “I’m being stalked.”




  Gordon stopped his phone conversation mid-sentence.




  “You have a client,” Steve commented over the speakerphone. “Call me back.”




  “No,” Gordon replied. “It’s John.”




  “What the hell?” Steve said. “Did he say he’s being stalked?”




  Gordon raised a brow to John, who had stopped at the edge of his desk. He ran a hand through his hair, which was already sticking up on end. Normally, John’s appearance was neat to a fault, but today, Gordon noticed the wrinkled shirt, tie askew, and his brother’s bloodshot eyes.




  “Are you in town, Steve?” John leaned his hands on the desk, talking directly into the speakerphone. “I need your help.”




  “I thought that’s why you came slamming into my office,” Gordon stated.




  “Can you stop it?” John questioned.




  “I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” Gordon said.




  “Exactly. You can’t,” his brother immediately replied.




  “John, I—”




  “Forget it.” John turned to leave.




  “JJ,” Steve’s voice came sharply across the speakerphone, the use of his pet name for his older brother stopping John in his tracks. “Are you listening?”




  “Yeah,” John replied sullenly, his shoulders slumping.




  “I’m in New York but can get to Boston by tonight. We’ll get everyone together and decide what to do. Okay?”




  “I have to leave for California this afternoon,” John said.




  “Can you postpone?”




  “No, but I’ll tell Gordy what I know and he can fill you in.”




  “Alright. We’ll get this taken care of, big brother,” Steve said reassuringly. “And whoever the bastard is, we’ll make sure he pays. Nobody messes with the McVickers.”




  * * * *




  The click of colliding pool balls accented the conversation in the basement of Gordon’s house later that night. Gordon lined up another shot in the grudge match against his brother, Michael. Travis sat nursing a beer in the oversized chair facing the television.




  “Sorry I’m late,” Steve said as he trotted down the stairs. “Damn fog had the airport just about socked in.” Another man Gordon hadn’t seen in quite a while followed him. “This is Bob Taggart, in case you don’t remember him. Not only is he my pilot, but he’s head of security at SGM Enterprises and a whiz at ferreting out information.”




  “That’s no shit,” Travis said, and Gordon knew he was thinking of the time his wife, Morgan, had gotten kidnapped. Bob was like an adopted brother, and had helped his brothers out on numerous occasions.




  “I talked to Chase on the way here. He’s tied up with some corporate gig out in Vegas. We could put him on speakerphone, but he said it would be easier, given the time change, to call him once we know what’s happening. He’ll help anyway he can.” Steve paced around the pool table, swigging from a bottle of water. “So, what’s the scoop?”




  Gordon turned and canted a hip on the edge of the pool table, casually rolling the cue ball between his palms. As he related what John had told him, he shook his head, still not able to understand why someone would be after his brother.




  “There hadn’t been anything overt to call the police about until last night. He would get hang-ups on his work phone and cell; even his home phone, which is unlisted. He swears he’s being followed, but can never find the same person when he scans a crowd. He also says gifts—flowers and cookies—are being delivered or show up on the doorstep of the store.”




  “Cookies,” Travis perked up. “What kind? Were they any good?”




  “Christ, TJ, he didn’t eat them! What if they were poisoned?” Gordon scowled at his youngest brother, who seemed to have a hollow leg.




  “So what happened last night?” Steve asked.




  “There was a break-in. Since he doesn’t keep cash at the store, it appears they simply went through his desk. Nothing was taken. John doesn’t even know if the incidents are related, but then I doubt he was thinking too clearly when he came and talked to me,” Gordon concluded.




  “He probably shouldn’t have left town,” Travis said. “What if whoever it is followed him?”




  “I think the trip to California will do him good. I’m sure he’ll be better when he returns,” Mike countered.




  “Does he have any of the items that had been delivered?” Bob brought the discussion back to the more concrete.




  Gordon shook his head. “He threw everything out.”




  “First thing is to keep the stuff. Maybe we can get fingerprints. Then, we’ll need a list of his enemies,” Bob continued.




  “What? We’re talking JJ here,” Travis said. “John has no enemies. He’s the epitome of nice; the person who gets invited to all the best parties in town and has a client list of the richest and most influential people anywhere. In his line of work, you might say he’s the equivalent of Christie’s here in Boston.”




  “He’s an auctioneer?” Bob asked.




  “No, but he deals in antiques—only the high-end stuff dating back a couple of centuries.”




  “Maybe he screwed someone out of a purchase or something was fake?” Bob questioned.




  Michael snorted. “I doubt that someone would have it in for John if he outbid them on a Louis XIII armchair.”




  “You know,” Steve commented, “from what Gordon says, it doesn’t sound like this person is trying to hurt John. Even the break-in was at night when John wouldn’t be there, and nothing was taken. Besides, flowers and cookies? We’re automatically assuming it’s a man, when in fact, it might very well be a female.”




  Travis, the connoisseur of the female gender until he had married Morgan, laughed outright. “Today’s woman doesn’t need to stalk a guy. They just jump right into bed with you, no questions asked.” He scoffed at Steve. “You’ve been spending too much time with your wife and all those romances she edits.”




  “Do they really?” Gordon asked. “I mean, just jump right in bed with you? Sex whenever you want it without all the wining and dining first?” At forty-four, Gordon was fifteen years older than Travis, and while he figured things had changed some over the years, this sounded like a free-for-all.




  Mike slapped Gordon on the back on the way to the mini-fridge. “Forget it, Gordo. You wouldn’t know what to do with it at your age anyway.”




  “I’m not that much older than you and John, and I certainly haven’t forgotten what sex is.”




  “Guys, I did not fly down here in the middle of the night to listen to you brag, or whine, about your sex lives. Besides, we pretty much killed that topic of discussion out in Colorado and decided that TJ gets more only because he’s technically still a newlywed.”




  Travis grinned as he lifted his beer in salute.




  “So what would you suggest we do?” Mike asked.




  Bob spoke up. “You can hire a private detective to do surveillance on your brother, but a PI would be looking from the outside in, so to speak. While he can keep an eye on John, that doesn’t necessarily mean he’ll see the periphery, which is where your culprit is.”




  “In other words, it would be better to hire John a bodyguard?” Travis asked.




  “Bodyguard? You think our brother is that much of a wimp?” Mike asked.




  “Don’t get your twin-ness in a knot, Mikey,” his brother retorted. “We won’t use the word bodyguard. How about security consultant or personal assistant? We just need someone to look after him until this gets sorted out.”




  Bob nodded. “Whatever, you need someone who stays with him, eats with him, follows him to work, the gym—everywhere. He would have the advantage of being right there, should something happen. We can tap the phones, but having a man on the inside is your best bet.”




  “Uh-oh,” Travis shook his head. “Ain’t going to work.”




  “Why not?” Gordon asked. “It’s the perfect solution.”




  “Since this would be hush-hush and nobody would know it’s security, how’s it going to look for John to suddenly have a male roommate? Especially after what happened with Joanie.”




  “Shit, you’re right,” Gordon agreed.




  “So, hire a female,” Bob stated the obvious. “In fact, that might be all that’s needed to deter this stalker if it’s a woman, as Steve thinks. If she sees that John has a live-in, she might just give up and go find someone else to bother.”




  “Man, that’s a great plan,” Travis said and the other guys nodded in agreement.




  “What’s a great plan?” Suzy asked, stepping into the room with a tray full of food. Gordon gave a very slight shake of his head. Travis jumped up to help her out.




  “I knew there were drinks in the mini-fridge, but figured you all might need something to soak up the beer.” She reached up to give Steve a kiss on the cheek. “Must be something important to drag you out of New York.”




  “Bob and I had some stuff to do at SGM this week, anyway,” Steve replied.




  “I’ll be back with the brownies,” she said as she turned.




  “Suzy, you don’t have to feed these guys,” Gordon said. “You know what they say about strays. You feed them and they never leave.”




  His wife was halfway up the stairs before she replied, “You can’t plot some devious adventure without food. Besides, Travis would never come see the kids again if I didn’t feed him.”




  “That’s what I mean,” Gordon grumbled.




  After Suzy made a second trip to the game room with brownies and chips and Travis was happily snarfing down a huge sandwich, Gordon restarted the conversation. “Whatever we decide to do for John, no one, under any circumstances, tells our wives what’s going on. Every single one of those women would be carrying on like it’s John’s last day on earth. They’d all be over there so often, it would definitely give the game away.”




  No one disagreed with Gordon’s statement. All his sisters-in-law were wonderful and would do anything for the family if it made someone happy. That’s why they needed to keep this quiet. It would never work with a bunch of meddling women involved.




  “Say,” Travis said in mid-chew. “As long as we’re looking at female security, who for all appearances will be his girlfriend, why not set him up for real? He hasn’t dated since Joanie, and he really should get out more.”




  Mike shook his head. “Just because you’re still in the honeymoon stage, doesn’t mean marriage is for everyone. And you know how he feels about it. Our wives have tried with a number of their friends and John won’t have anything to do with them.”




  “That’s probably because all those women were the wrong side of silly and feminine,” Travis retorted. “What John needs is someone strong and outspoken to bring him out of his shell; someone who would take control.”




  “I don’t know,” Mike hesitated. “John won’t take kindly to our interfering with his life.”




  “What are you talking about? He asked for our help.”




  “Not with his love life,” Mike retorted.




  Travis shrugged. “We can’t help it if she becomes overzealous in her job. Besides, we don’t tell John.”




  “Maybe that would work,” Steve said, “but where do we find a female bodyguard who is also looking for a relationship with someone as quiet and reserved as John? I think we’re asking the impossible.”




  “Maybe not,” Bob smiled as he stroked his chin. “I know a former Presidential bodyguard—thirty-two and cute…” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, she can take down someone twice her weight and shoot off your pinkie when your fist is closed.”




  “Do you think she’ll take the job?”




  “She’s my sister; she’ll do it if I ask,” Bob retorted.




  “You’re willing to set your sister up with our brother; knowing what we’d like to see happen?” Gordon asked. “Aren’t you supposed to protect her from guys like us?”




  Bob laughed. “Hell, she can protect herself. Besides, she’s always been jealous of my relationship with your family. She thinks you’re all wonderful. In addition, it’s time she settled down with some great guy so I don’t have to keep worrying about her.”




  * * * *




  Cori Taggart nonchalantly crossed one booted foot over the other, leaning back against the wall of the alley. She had a perfect view of Main Street Antiques from here, but in the hour she’d been surveying the store, had seen nothing out of the ordinary. A few people had entered the store, one man leaving with a small table and probably a much lighter wallet.




  John McVicker wasn’t even due back in town until tonight sometime, but when she had accepted the job of providing him protection and looking for his stalker, she had decided to come to Boston early. She always stayed with her brother, Bob, when she was in the area, but they rarely came into the city itself, preferring to stay out at his house in the country, where they could ride horses and she could work on her painting.




  She tensed as a woman carrying flowers entered the antique store, but exited within minutes still carrying her bouquet. When Bob approached her with this job request from his friends, she had hesitated. Her instincts were rusty and she didn’t want to let him down. But Bob had insisted it would be a piece of cake and not in the least dangerous. She couldn’t turn him down, especially since it involved John McVicker.




  Cori had first met John several years ago when she had gone with Bob to a SGM Enterprises party. Most of the McVicker brothers were there, and she had found the contrast between John and his brothers remarkable. All the men were incredibly handsome—tall, broad-shouldered with dark brown hair and deliciously sexy brown eyes. But where his brothers were totally extroverted and most in very public, people type jobs, John was quiet and reserved. She had only spoken to him briefly, but he had haunted her ever since.




  There was something about his control, like he was afraid to let loose and smile. Or let anyone get too close. His gentle voice and attitude called to something deep inside her, and all of her protective instincts rose to the surface. To say they were opposites was an understatement. For one thing, John had parents and numerous brothers and had grown up in the same house on the same street in the same town.




  She had grown up rough and tumble with only Bob to look after her. They had lived on the streets for awhile after running away from their last foster home. But Bob, who was ten years older than her, had worked two jobs, kept them both in school, and had taught her to take care of herself, both mentally and physically. In the process, she had learned not to depend on anyone but herself. That lesson had been dramatically reinforced with Zack.




  Cori shook loose from her musings when she saw the clerk lock the front door of the store and walk away. Her surveillance was done for the day. Checking her watch, she had a couple of hours before John was due at the airport. She flipped the key his brothers had given her, figuring she had time to get to his place, shower, and check out the security before he arrived.




  * * * *




  John stifled a yawn as he opened the door to his condo, tossed his keys and the mail on a side table, and dropped his computer case next to it. The trip to California had been well worth the trouble, and he would be extremely busy the next couple of weeks as the inventory he had purchased was delivered to his store. It sounded heartless, but as the World War II generation died off, his business picked up.




  “Hold it right there,” a steely voice came from the left just before he heard what could only be the click of a gun hammer. He froze in place. Was this his stalker? But why did the voice sound female?




  He smelled her before he saw her and he automatically sucked in a deep whiff of her citrus scent. Then her hands were on him from behind, patting him down.




  “Hey!” He finally came to his senses when she dipped a hand into his front pocket, feeling around for more than his change. And in the midst of what could possibly be danger, his damn penis was swelling under the attention.




  “Okay, you can relax,” the voice said.




  He lowered his hands, slowly turning as she flipped on a table lamp. Short, curly black hair surrounded a pale face; green eyes glittered in the light. She was built like a man—more straight down from the shoulders and flat chested, but there was something in her smile…




  “Do I know you?” he asked.




  Her smile turned to a grin as she stuck out her hand. “Cori Taggart, Bob’s sister. We met at SGM one year.”




  “Ah.” He slowly nodded. He shook her hand and frowned, unfamiliar with the warmth and the tingling that streaked up his arm. “And the fact we met once would be why you’re in my apartment?”
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