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      Mrs. Rex Michael Barrington.

      Idly, Sophia Shepherd doodled across the yellow legal notepad and gave a heartfelt sigh.

      Four months into her new job as assistant to the executive vice president of Barrington Oil and Gas at the home office in Rascal, Texas, and she had yet to even meet her boss, but boy, did she have a crush on him.

      Yes, she knew it wasn’t a good idea to fall for her boss, but it was hard to argue with her heart. Although, in reality, she knew little about the man beyond his sexy telephone voice, professional attitude, and sharp business acumen.

      Mrs. Sophia Barrington.

      She added a flourish to the Mrs. Call her old-fashioned, but she loved the idea of taking her potential husband’s name.

      And while it might be dicey falling for her boss in this day and age, her three best girlfriends, Sienna, Amber, and Polly had all fallen in love with their bosses, and things had gone so well it threw Sophia’s imagination into overdrive.

      Could she, too, marry her boss?

      Love was definitely in the air. Amber had already wed Lucas Hunter, and Sienna was due to walk down the aisle with Jeff Henderson in November, while Polly and Liam Wilson had just gotten engaged.

      Was it too much to hope that some of that magical stardust might one day settle upon her, bringing into her life the same happiness her friends had discovered?

      Of course, her three friends had a distinct advantage over her. They’d actually known their bosses while Sophia had a crush on a man she’d never even met in person.

      Although Rex’s picture was prominent on the company’s website, it was an old photograph, and she couldn’t find a more updated one despite frequent Google searches.

      In his personal life, Rex didn’t have a social media presence. And that meant no photos of him in more relaxed settings. According to the internet, he was all business, which was frustrating, but she admired his discretion and his work ethic.

      Yet, she knew he had a lighter side. He had a great sense of humor and often texted her funny—but completely appropriate—gifs and memes. They talked on the phone daily, about business, of course.

      But at least once a week, Mr. Barrington—although Sophia liked to think of him as Rex, even if she didn’t dare call him that—praised her efficiency and informed her she was the best assistant he’d ever had.

      And just last week he’d told her that when he returned to the home office in Texas, after being in Brazil for the past ten years, he’d fly her to their main headquarters in Houston for his father’s big retirement party, and afterward, he would take her out to dinner at a five-star restaurant to show his appreciation.

      Dinner with Rex Barrington?

      Sophia’s toes curled at the prospect. She couldn’t have been more excited if a movie star had asked her out. Dreamily, she closed her eyes and allowed her fantasies full rein. They’d dine at White Swan in downtown Houston where the executives from Barrington Oil and Gas took their wealthiest clients. They’d drink Dom Perignon, nibble on tenderloin medallions cooked in mushroom wine sauce, and have cherries jubilee for dessert.

      Afterward, Rex would invite her for a late-night stroll along the nearby lake. Demurely, she’d agree. They’d step outside into the warm night air. He’d take her hand, and his grip would be strong and comforting.

      They’d walk for several minutes, and he’d tell her his plans for their future, his sexy voice rolling over her like heated body oil. The moon would be bright and full, bathing them in an ethereal glow.

      Rex would tell her how much he admired her and how much he trusted her with his life. Sophia would respond in kind, telling him he was the most industrious, responsible, empowering boss she’d ever worked for. Rex would stop and gently draw her into the curve of his arm.

      His heavenly smell, an expensive men’s cologne, would intoxicate her senses. She’d catch her breath and look up into those dark eyes, as deep brown as a Hershey’s Chocolate Kiss.

      “Sophia.” Rex would whisper her name in that throaty baritone, and she would tumble helplessly under his spell. “I can’t tell you how much you’ve come to mean to me over the past few months.”

      “But, Rex,” she would protest, but ever so slightly, “we’ve only just met face-to-face.”

      “That’s not important,” he would say. “And although you are a beautiful woman, your looks are the least of it. I’ve discovered the real you over the phone and through your witty texts. I trust you, Sophia Shepherd. Truly, deeply, as I’ve never trusted another.”

      “Oh, Rex.” She’d sigh, and he’d sweep her against his chest. His lips would come down on hers in a haunting, soul-searching kiss. A tender kiss that would make her feel comfortable, safe, and secure. A kiss that held promises of happily ever after.

      “Good morning, Sophia.”

      Ripped from her delicious daydream, Sophia jerked her attention to the doorway.

      Mike Barr, a new hire who worked in building maintenance, lounged seductively against the doorjamb, his hips cocked forward in a nonchalant slouch, a come-hither grin curling the corners of his lips and a daring twinkle sparking in his green eyes.

      His longish dark-brown hair sexily mussed, as if he just whisked off his Stetson before coming into the room. He wore faded Wranglers and a plaid western shirt that couldn’t camouflage his muscular biceps.

      He possessed a voice almost as deep as her boss’, but where Rex spoke in a commanding rush, Mike, the office handy, let his words drip off his tongue like heated molasses, and he dished up compliments as readily as he changed the light bulbs.

      Despite her best intentions to the contrary, Sophia experienced a hot rush of desire instantly replace the lingering sweetness of her fantasy about her boss. Darn it! What was it about Mike that so stirred her blood when she didn’t want it to?

      “Good morning, Mike,” Sophia replied evenly, refusing to give him a clue to the hot desire running through her whenever she was around him. The man need never know that although her heart belonged to Rex Michael Barrington, her fickle body seemed to prefer the cowboy handyman’s outdoorsy good looks.

      Sure, Mike was the sexiest thing on two legs. Nobody could deny that. But when a girl looked at him, what she saw was what she got.

      A handsome guy with no ambitions to climb higher. A guy who might be great for a few weeks of carefree adventure, but one that would falter in a long-term relationship. A footloose guy who was here one minute and gone the next with nary a serious thought for what the future might hold.

      No, Sophia could not afford to let Mike know that she found him attractive. Because that’s all it was, she assured herself. Physical attraction. Erotic longings founded on lust and nothing more.

      What she felt for Mike was the exact opposite of her feelings for Rex. Now there was a guy you could count on. Harvard educated, hardworking, energetic, take-charge, absolutely nothing like the lackadaisical, play-today-don’t-worry-about-tomorrow Mike.

      He reminded her of the old fable of the ant and the grasshopper. Rex was the ant, Mike the grasshopper. With the grasshopper you might have a heady summer filled with fun but come winter you’d starve to death, and Sophia had experienced more than enough lean winters in her life, thank you very much.

      “How are you, Miss Sophia?” Mike drawled lazily, his steady gaze flicking over her as hot and dry as the bright Trans-Pecos sunshine swelling through the plantation shutters and flooding the carpet with dappled lighting.

      Unnerved, she placed her tablet computer over the damning legal pad in front of her. She was afraid Mike might see her doodles and discover her secret crush on her boss. She couldn’t risk office gossip.

      “What can I do for you?”

      His grin widened, and instantly Sophia realized her poor choice of words.

      “The question is, what can I do for you?” He moved across the room, lethal as a leopard, his smooth movements so mesmerizing, she barely noticed the brown paper package cradled loosely in the crook of his arm.

      “Excuse me?” Gulping, she stared, transfixed on his broad chest. Whenever he loped into the room, it was as if her brain flew straight out the window.

      “I brought something for you.” Mike extended the package toward Sophia. “Since I was coming up here to change the toner cartridge in your printer, the mail runner asked me to bring this up.”

      “Oh.” She accepted the package.

      With her utility scissors, she snipped away the string. The package had her name on it, but there was no return address. Odd. It had been mailed in Rascal and postmarked the previous day.

      Mike stayed, boldly watching her.

      “Is there something else?” Sophia looked up.

      His gaze crashed into hers. The man was brash and sexy and dangerous. If she weren’t careful, her heart could end up as so much carnage on the emotional highway of runaway lust. But she didn’t buy into the romantic notion of the bad boy cured by a good woman’s love.

      A perilous myth indeed.

      Mike’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “While I’m here, is there anything else that needs my attention before I head out on lunch break?”

      Sophia recognized a stalling technique when she saw one. Mike was snooping, waiting to see what was in the package. “I’m good.”

      “You sure?”

      “Uh-huh.” A bit of perspiration beaded on her upper lip. She rolled her chair away from him, and the wheels squeaked.

      “I could grease that for you.” He lowered his eyelids…and his voice.

      She didn’t know if he meant that seductively or not, but it sure sounded like it. “Er…”

      He took a small can of WD-40 from the toolbelt at his waist. “Hop up.”

      Cripes! Why did her body break out in tingly patches whenever she was around him? She got up, so he could oil the chair.

      He bent over, giving her a great view of his backside As he greased the squeaky wheel.

      “Speaking of lunch,” he said, straightening.

      “No one was speaking of lunch.”

      “I was.”

      “Oh.”

      “Wondering if...”

      Please, don’t let him ask me out, she prayed, terrified she couldn’t say no.

      “You’d like to grab a bite to eat with me.”

      “I don’t think so.” Sophia shook her head and gave him a slight smile. Nothing encouraging. Pure politeness. “But thank you for asking.”

      Purposefully, she sat down and returned her attention to the computer screen. Conversation over, dude, bye.

      Mike didn’t take the hint. He ran a hand through his hair and drawled, “May I ask you a personal question?”

      She gave a soft sigh. “If I’m not obligated to answer it.”

      His grin widened. “Fair enough.”

      “What is it?”

      “Are you seeing anyone? I’ve asked around the office, and no one seems to know. You’re quite secretive about your private life, Sophia Shepherd.”

      That’s because she didn’t have a private life!

      “No mystery.” She smiled gently, not wanting to hurt his feelings with a blunt rejection. He was a nice enough guy, even if he wasn’t her type. “I don’t date people I work with. Too many complications.”

      She swung her arm around to take another crack at unwrapping the package and to keep her eyes off Mike.

      Her finger caught the edge of the tablet that was hiding her doodles on the legal pad, and she accidentally knocked it across the desk. The tablet skittered and landed on the floor.

      “I’ll get that for you,” Mike said.

      “No, don’t bother.” Quickly, she hurried around the desk, eager to keep him from seeing the embarrassing doodles, but Sophia was too slow.

      Mike scooped the tablet from the floor and returned it to her desk. One eyebrow arched, and he cocked his head, his eyes fixed on what she’d scrawled on the notepad.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and stared pointedly at her screen saver—a picture of an inquisitive Siamese kitten in a basket of red yarn—and struggled to stay the heated flush burning across her cheeks.

      Without saying a word, Mike changed her toner cartridge and strolled toward the door. But he hesitated at the threshold and cast a backward glance over his shoulder at her.

      “Be careful what you wish for, Miss Sophia,” he cautioned. “Because you just might get it.”

      Sophia watched his back as he sauntered away, helplessly noticing how well his Wranglers cupped his firm, cowboy tushy. What did he mean by that?

      “Forget Mike,” she mumbled and returned her attention to the package.

      The brown paper crinkled in her hands. She picked up her scissors again and sliced through to the cardboard box underneath wrapped in festive birthday paper.

      Sophia smiled. This morning, her mother had given her a birthday card and the crimson scarf she wore knotted about her neck, but no one else in the building had yet wished her a happy birthday.

      One of her friends must have sent a gift, even though she didn’t like people making a big deal over her birthday. She’d never cared for parties or fanfare.

      Today, she turned twenty-nine.

      She’d always figured she’d be married by twenty-nine with a baby or two. The only thing she’d ever really wanted was a family of her own.

      But she’d yet to meet Mr. Right. She longed for a good and loyal man who would provide the secure stable life she’d missed from her childhood.

      A man who would not lie to her the way her father had lied to her mother. A kindhearted man with strong family values.

      In Sophia’s experience, there weren’t many such men in the world. Most guys she’d dated were like Mike, the office maintenance man, overgrown boys looking for someone to take care of them while they ran around having a good time. No thank you.

      Sophia removed the rest of the wrapping paper and opened the box. Inside, she found a glass paperweight in the shape of a gray, sloe-eyed kitten.

      How sweet! Someone knew how much she adored kittens. Which of her friends had sent it? Was it Polly? She had access to personnel records and could easily uncover Sophia’s birthdate.

      Curious, she peered inside the empty box but did not find a card.

      Turning the paperweight over in her hand, Sophia admired the smooth lines of the figurine. On the bottom, she discovered an inscription that read: To the World’s Greatest Executive Assistant. Happy Birthday.

      Her heart thumped. Blood rushed to her head, and her skin prickled. Sophia was so touched by the thoughtful gesture, her eyes misted, and a lump rose to her throat. It had to be from Rex.

      But wait, the postmark said it was from Rascal, and Rex was in Brazil. Unless… Sophia caught her breath… Rex had finally come home!

      Thrilled, she leapt from her chair, clutched the precious paperweight in her hand, and tore down the hallway after Mike.
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      Why had seeing Mrs. Rex Michael Barrington scribbled over Sophia’s notepad affected him so viscerally?

      Disappointed, Mike shook his head.

      He supposed his disenchantment stemmed from believing she was different. But seeing his real name doodled on her notepad yanked him up short.

      Was Sophia Shepherd as shallow as the other women who chased him? Fortune hunters and gold diggers more interested in the size of a man’s wallet than what was in his heart.

      Saddened, he stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the basement floor and the maintenance office, Sophia’s old toner cartridge still in his hand. He could still smell her perfume. Something fresh and floral. Wildflowers. Sweet, bright, and full of sunshine.

      With women, he was normally bold and self-confident, but whenever he got around Sophia, he felt like an inept birdbrain. He fumbled, he stumbled; he stuck his foot in his mouth and said dumb things he didn’t mean.

      Mike sighed. Too bad he was gaga over her. A woman as beautiful as Sophia could never be interested in a simple cowboy who worked in the maintenance department.

      Unfortunately.

      Mike shrugged aside the regret. He’d expected so much more from her. Hell, he’d hoped...

      Yes, stupidly, he’d hoped.

      He knew the way the world really worked. Had known for most of his thirty-six years. Even though Sophia was attracted to him, the doodling on her notepad was proof enough. Sophia Shepherd was angling to land herself a billionaire.

      A billionaire she’d never even met.

      Obviously, it didn’t matter to her what kind of person Rex was. Her only requirement? That he possessed a large bank account.

      The elevator door slid open.

      Head down, Mike stepped out and strolled through the corridor toward the maintenance office. Behind him, he heard the second set of elevators give a muted ping as it, too, opened at the basement level.

      “Mike.” Breathlessly, Sophia dashed after him, calling his name and waving her hand. The bangle bracelets at her wrist jangled merrily. “Mike, please wait up.”

      He tried to ignore the kick of excitement that rushed through him at the sight of her flushed face, but he couldn’t. Sophia’s curly, shoulder-length blond hair ruffled lightly against her high cheekbones.

      Her blue eyes glowed with a provocative inner light. The silky material of her white blouse gently accentuated the curve of her breasts, and the red skirt that stopped two inches above her knees showcased her exquisite legs. She wore a soft red scarf knotted jauntily at her neck, which gave her a pert sorority sister appearance.

      Hope rose anew. Perhaps he’d misjudged her. Maybe she wanted to take him up on his offer of lunch. Maybe she wasn’t above dating the office maintenance man after all.

      “Mike,” she said in an urgent voice, holding the glass cat in her palm. “Where did this come from?”

      “I...uh...” Had she guessed already his true identity? Had he blown his Undercover Boss persona? “What is it?”

      “The package you brought up for me.”

      “Is there something wrong with it?”

      “No. There’s nothing wrong.”

      “What’s the matter? Don’t you like it?” he asked, feeling far more anxious than he should.

      “I love the figurine.” Her eyes danced. “It’s beautiful.”

      Mike’s spirits soared. He’d pleased her!

      “How could I not like it?” She breathed. “Rex sent it to me.”

      Oh. Mike felt his smile slip.

      They were standing to one side of the passageway, a half-dozen feet from the frosted glass door of the maintenance room. The corridor lights cast a pale shadow over Sophia, highlighting her cheekbones and enhancing the shining glow in her eyes.

      “There was no return address on the package.” Sophia chattered, shredding his hopes with her enthusiasm for her absent boss. “But someone mailed it from Rascal. That means Rex is in town, doesn’t it?”

      “Are you sure your boss sent it to you?” Mike asked, referring to their mystery boss that no one in the office had ever set eyes, but nonetheless they all seemed enamored of. Confirming Mike’s long-held conviction that people only liked him because of his family name and wealth.

      “What do you mean?” Sophia’s brow furrowed. “Of course, Rex sent it to me.”

      “You said there was no return address. Did you find a card from him inside the package?”

      Sophia shook her head. “No, but read the inscription.” She turned the cat over and thrust it under his nose.

      But Mike didn’t have to read it, he knew the inscription.

      “Maybe somebody else besides your boss thinks you’re an awesome executive assistant. Could even be the big boss, Thurgood Barrington himself,” Mike ventured, wanting—no, aching—to take her into his arms and kiss those sweet lips.

      Lips he imagined tasted better than ripe strawberries and chilled champagne.

      Don’t you dare. Foolish move. Sophia didn’t want him. The woman was only interested in Rex Michael Barrington and all that his name suggested. A billion dollars of oil and gas money.

      “I’m not the assistant to the senior Mr. Barrington, so why would he give me a gift now?” she mused and stroked a manicured index finger over her chin. “But if it’s not Rex or his father, who could it be?”

      Mike shrugged. “Just about anybody who admires how well you do your job.”

      Sophia frowned. “Like who?”

      “Me, for instance.” Mike kept talking even when it would have been smart to shut up. “I think you’re a terrific executive assistant, Sophia. Believe me, I get around this building. I know who’s best at their jobs.”

      “You?” she whispered, her blue eyes rounding in surprise. “You sent me the figurine?”

      He shrugged.

      “But…but it’s quite expensive.”

      “Not that expensive.”

      “I don’t get it.” She hitched in a sharp breath. “Why would you send me a such a nice present?”

      “It’s your birthday, and I know how much you like cats. I saw it when I went to an art show with my sister last week, and I immediately thought of you.”

      “How did you know it was my birthday?” she asked.

      “A little bird told me.”

      “Emma from personnel?”

      “Maybe.”

      “You shouldn’t have done that.” Her tone tightened, and her smile disappeared.

      His present upset her? He’d thought the gift would please her.

      “I—”

      “It’s not right.” She blinked.

      Was she crying? What on earth? He reached for her. “Sophia...”

      She shied from his touch and pressed a knuckle to her eye.

      What was she so upset about? Confused, Mike stared at her. “What did I do wrong?”

      “You wanted me to think Rex sent it to me, didn’t you?” Her slender fingers curled around the glass cat she held clenched at her side. “Otherwise, why didn’t you inscribe it with your name or include a card?” A furious expression lined her face. Her eyes shot liquid fire. Her mouth screwed up into a tight pucker. “You were toying with me.”

      “I—” 

      “You’re a jerk, you know that?”

      “But you want to be with me,” Mike heard himself say even though he regretted the words before they were out of his mouth. He was acting like a jerk, and yet he couldn’t seem to halt himself. “Admit it. You’re pining away for your boss because he’s got money, but I’m the one who really turns you on.”

      “In your dreams, handyman.”

      That one word, spoken with such disdain, did it. This was all kinds of wrong, and he’d done nothing remotely like this with another employee, but he had to find out for sure if she felt their attraction as strongly as he did. It had been simmering between them for weeks.

      Mike firmly grasped Sophia’s shoulder with one hand and tilted her chin upward with the other. He lowered his head until his lips were a hairbreadth from hers.

      Her chest rose and fell in self-righteous indignation, but she did not pull away.

      Their breathing came in unison, hot and heavy, and her eyes flared with interest. All it would take from her was one soft, “no” and he’d leave her alone forever.

      But she did not say no.

      Instead, she stared at him, lips trembling, eyes wide, and went up on tiptoes.
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      A thrill shot through Sophia, humming against her nerve endings. The way his hand cradled her chin stirred something inside her she’d never known was there.

      Deep passion.

      But passion had no place in her logical, well-ordered life. Especially regarding Mike Barr. But there it was. Need. Lust. Desire. Strong and demanding.

      Mike was right. She wanted him. At least her body did. And that realization brought twin wheels of shame up to burn her cheeks.

      More than anyone, she knew the price of unchecked passion. Her own mother had paid dearly for that mistake, and the price was much too high for anyone to pay.

      Confusion blasted through her. How could she be so attracted to this lean muscled cowboy when her heart truly belonged to Rex Barrington? How could her own body betray her this way?

      Never mind that she longed to feel Mike’s lips pressed to hers, hot and moist. Ached to feel his tongue glide along her lips. Craved to feel his body pressed against hers. Mike would be an accomplished lover—Sophia understood that.

      Everyone in the office knew Mike had a way with women. He attracted members of the opposite sex the way clover attracted honeybees, and he didn’t even flirt.

      He possessed that bad-boy persona women adored. He was a rambler, a rover, a wanderer. He could show you a good time but little else.

      Office rumors said he stayed out late and frequently attended wild parties. He rode a Harley-Davidson to work for heaven’s sake. He was the epitome of everything her mother had warned her against for twenty-nine years.

      And still she wanted him. With a need so strong, Sophia could taste it. Rich and earthly, like mushrooms.

      His green eyes drilled into her like piercing spikes, angling down deep into her soul. Sophia sucked in air.

      Think about Rex.

      Except she seemed unable to focus on anything except the man before her. Rex wasn’t here. Mike was. Rex hadn’t bought her a birthday gift. Mike had. It wasn’t Rex’s lips promising sexy pleasure. It wasn’t Rex’s fingers igniting her skin.

      It was Mike. The office handyman. A cowboy with no future and no ambition. Mike, the self-professed rolling stone.

      Think about your father.

      That had the effect of ice water down her back. Sophia gulped and blinked up at Mike, the spell broken.

      “Please let me go,” she said.

      Instantly, Mike released her and stepped back as if shaken from a hypnotic spell of his own.

      “I... I’m sorry,” he apologized huskily. “I shouldn’t have touched you. That was inappropriate.”

      “Apology accepted,” she whispered, knowing she was as much to blame as Mike. She should have made it perfectly clear from the very beginning that she wasn’t available.

      “It won’t happen again.”

      “That’s good,” she said, but she was unsure of it.

      “I didn’t mean to offend you with the present, Sophia. I just wanted to give you something nice for your birthday. You work so hard. You deserve something special.”

      “It was a sweet thought. I didn’t mean to snap at you.” She lowered her lashes. “I guess I was just disappointed.”

      “Disappointed that the gift was from me and not from your boss?”

      She nodded wordlessly. Darn it, why was he being so sweet? She wanted to stay mad at him.

      On legs as shaky as a newborn colt’s, Sophia turned and stumbled away, the gray glass cat still clutched in her hand, a talisman of frayed daydreams and hungry passion.
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      “Chemistry,” Amber, Sophia’s best friend, said when Sophia had finished telling her the story of what happened between her and Mike in the basement.

      They were sitting in the employee lounge on their lunch break, snacking on mozzarella string cheese and Honeycrisp apple slices. They’d taken an early lunch, and the rest of the office had yet to descend upon the employee lounge.

      The break room, large and airy, was Sophia’s favorite spot in the building. The floor tiles were the deep salmon color of a Trans-Pecos sunset, and the walls were painted pure white. The sky-blue chairs and strategically placed potted plants accentuated the clean decor.

      Although there was an outdoor dining area with redwood tables just beyond the double glass doors, the late-August heat prevented them from venturing beyond the air-conditioning.

      “But I don’t want chemistry,” Sophia protested. “It’s too chaotic.”

      “Tell me about it.” Amber grinned. “Chemistry will get you into trouble every time.”

      Affectionately, Amber stroked her expanded belly. She was due to deliver her first baby in less than a month and would take maternity leave by the end of the week.

      Sophia felt a twinge of sadness. She would miss her friend’s sensible advice.

      “I’d rather have things nice and comfortable. I’ll take solid and dependable over chemistry any day,” Sophia said.

      “I used to think like that,” Amber said with a faraway expression in her eyes and an indulgent smile on her face. “Until Heath. He changed my whole outlook on life. He showed me the power of true love. Trust me on this, Sophia; real love creates its own stability.”

      “But why can’t I have both?” Sophia whispered, glancing around to make sure they were still the only ones in the room. “I intend to have chemistry and security…with Rex.”

      “Sophia,” Amber chided, “you can’t make someone fall in love with you.”

      “Well, he might already be in love with me. You don’t know that he’s not.”

      “You’ve never even laid eyes on the man.” Amber nibbled a cracker.

      “Amber, you should see some of the sweet text messages he sends. He’s considerate and hardworking, kind and devoted to his job, and has never said or done anything even remotely inappropriate,” she said, thinking of Mike and their almost-kiss.

      “Don’t you think that might be a sign that Rex is not as into you as you are him?”

      “Maybe, but now that he’s coming home…”

      “There’re so many landmines. He’s your boss—”

      “Nothing in our policy manual prohibits bosses from dating their employees; you just have to report your relationship to Human Resources so they can reassign one of you to a different department.”

      “Rex isn’t just a boss. He’s a Barrington.”

      “Which means a rich guy like him could never fall for a girl from the wrong side of the tracks?” Sophia felt hurt.

      Amber skipped right over that question. “I’m just afraid you’re setting yourself up for a fall.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Rex is dedicated to his job. Barrington Oil and Gas is the most important thing in his life. Rex has been in Brazil for the past ten years, and he barely comes home to see his family, not even for the holidays. Now, honestly, Sophia, would you really want a workaholic like that?”

      “I need someone I can trust to take care of a family,” Sophia admitted. “A man who can assume responsibility for paying the bills. I can’t risk ending up like my mother.”

      “Okay.” Amber spread her hands. “Devil’s advocate. Let’s say you married Rex. How are you going to feel five or ten years down the road when you’re raising the kids by yourself? Oh sure, you’re living in the lap of luxury. Big house, fancy car, all the jewelry you can wear, but where’s your husband? At the office. Or on a plane. Or in some foreign country closing the next deal. Always on the go. Always working.”

      Sophia crinkled her nose. “It doesn’t have to be like that.”

      “Be careful what you wish for.” Amber shook a finger. “You just might get it.”

      “You’re the second person who’s said that to me today,” she mumbled, thinking of Mike.

      “Remember, Sophia, you deserve the best life has to offer, and that includes a man who loves you. A man who will be your lover, your confidant, your friend. You deserve what I have with Heath. Not just a fat wallet or some disembodied voice over the telephone, but a real-life partner.”

      “I can get Rex to love me like Heath loves you,” Sophia insisted, feeling oddly desperate. “I know it.”

      As fate would have it, Mike picked that moment to walk into the break room. Had he overheard her?

      Without a sound, Mike headed for the coffeepot. For what seemed like an eternity, he puttered with sugar and creamer, opening packets, stirring his coffee.

      It was one thing for him to see the doodling on her notepad. That might mean she was just a silly romantic. But to hear her declare she would marry Rex Barrington, well, that was a different matter entirely.

      What if he spread the gossip around the office? What if it got back to Rex?

      Amber stared at Sophia, her eyes wide. No one spoke.

      The refrigerator door whispered open.

      Nibbling her bottom lip, Sophia finally dared to peek around at Mike. He was rummaging in the refrigerator, his unbelievably cute backside sticking in the air as he bent over.

      Glancing at her watch, Amber cleared her throat. “I’ve got to go, Soph. My break is over.”

      Panicked at the thought of being left alone in the room with Mike, Sophia clamped a hand on Amber’s arm and whispered, “Please don’t go.”

      Amber hesitated, halfway up from her chair.

      Sophia made prayer hands.

      Her friend nodded, then sat back down.

      Mike plucked a brown paper bag from the refrigerator and strolled across the break room toward them. Did he ever hurry? she wondered.

      He moved with the casual nonchalance of a guy who had no worries, nor obligations or pressing deadlines. A man at ease in his own skin. He took the chair nearest Sophia, turned it around backward, and straddled it.

      Helplessly, Sophia’s eyes traced his powerful thighs bulging beneath the material of his tan chinos. Unbidden, she imagined those thighs completely unclothed. Yikes! She needed an icicle shower.

      “Ladies.” He nodded with a grin.

      “Hi, Mike,” Amber said.

      “When’s the little one due?” he asked, shaking his head toward her expanded tummy.

      Amber smiled and circled her abdomen with both arms. “Three and a half weeks and counting.”

      “And Heath is still making you work?” Mike pulled a sandwich from his paper sack.

      “Oh, no. Heath wanted me to quit months ago, but I promised Mr. Whitcomb,” she said, referring to the head of the department she’d transferred to after she and Heath started dating. “That I’d get everything in order for the end of the fiscal year. But Friday is my last day.”

      “So,” Mike said, focusing all of his attention on Amber and virtually ignoring Sophia, “do you know whether the baby is going to be a boy or a girl?”

      Amber blushed demurely. “We asked the doctor not to tell us the results of the sonogram. We want to be surprised.”

      “Good for you for holding out, but I don’t know how you resisted. Congratulations to you and Heath.”

      “Thank you.” Amber beamed, then to Sophia she said, “I’ll talk to you later, Sophia. I need to get back.” Slowly, Amber pushed herself up from the table. She reached to pick up the wrappers and paper cup from her lunch.

      “Leave it.” Mike shooed her away with his hand. “I’ll clean up.”

      “How thoughtful of you.” Amber smiled at him, then threw Sophia a glance that said, Give the guy a chance.

      “I’ve got to be going, too.” Sophia pushed back her chair. It scraped loudly across the tile. She picked up the remains of her lunch and noticed Mike didn’t offer to clean her mess.

      “Have a nice afternoon, ladies,” he drawled.

      “You, too, Mike.” Amber wriggled her fingers at him.
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      Mike watched them leave, his complete attention focused on Sophia. He loved the way her hips swayed beneath that tight red skirt and how her curly blond hair bounced about her shoulders. She was so gorgeous, and he wondered what her lips tasted like.

      “What in the hell are you thinking?” he growled under his breath.

      He unwrapped his peanut butter and grape jelly sandwich, but somehow lunch lost its appeal. Darn Sophia Shepherd and her sexy ways! She had him thinking dangerous thoughts.

      Especially considering what he’d overheard when he’d first come into the room—Sophia telling Amber she was going to make Rex fall in love with her!

      Mike stared at his sandwich, trying hard to ignore the knot in his throat. The large-faced clock over the door struck noon, and people surged into the break room, laughing and talking. He returned their greetings absentmindedly, his thoughts on Sophia and what he should do about her.

      He took a bite of his sandwich and chewed pensively. So, she planned to marry her boss? A man she’d never even met in person. He could only draw one conclusion. She wanted Rex for his money.

      Sipping his tepid coffee, he winced.

      She was attracted to him as Mike the handyman. He wasn’t wrong about that. There was no mistaking that hungry look in her blue eyes when he’d almost kissed her in the basement corridor that morning.

      No denying the tremor that had run through her body when he touched her. No ignoring the sharp current of sexual electricity coursing between them.

      What would she do when she discovered that Rex Michael Barrington was none other than Mike Barr, the office handyman?

      Mike snorted. Maybe going undercover in his father’s company had not been such a great idea. Eight months ago, it had seemed like the smart thing to do, getting the lay of the land before Dad retired.

      Since Rex had been in Brazil for the past ten years, setting up and running the South American division of Barrington Oil and Gas, few employees had ever seen him in person, especially at the Trans-Pecos location.

      His older brother Mark had been the one to run the Rascal division. Now Mark was in charge at the office headquarters in Houston, and Rex would slide into Mark’s old spot here in Rascal when their dad retired.

      Posing as the office handyman had given him an insider’s view of the company that he would not have any other way.

      So far, it had been an eye-opening experience, although not always a comfortable one. He’d caught one employee stealing and another selling trade secrets to their competitors. Based on the information he’d gotten as Mike the handyman, his father had fired both employees. While the charade had worked well, Rex couldn’t help feeling underhanded.

      And now there was this business with Sophia.

      When he’d asked Polly Peel to name Sophia as his assistant from the pool of executive assistants, he’d chosen her for her exceptional organizational skills. But it hadn’t taken long, through texts, phone calls, and emails for them to develop a close working relationship.

      That Sophia was a traffic-stopping beauty was secondary, but Mike had to admit, he enjoyed looking at her.

      Yet could he trust a woman who openly plotted to marry her boss? What should he do about it? He could have her transferred...or…

      Teach her a lesson.

      Could he turn the tables and make Sophia fall for him? Could he get her to see beyond financial trappings to the man beneath the exterior?

      Rex had been burned before. He would not become emotionally invested in a woman until he knew for sure she wanted him for himself and not for the Barrington name. Could he get her to fall in love with Mike the handyman?

      While Sophia was scheming to make Rex Barrington fall in love with her, he’d do a little scheming of his own.

      Smiling, Mike pushed back his chair and got to his feet. He had a goal. All he needed was to put his plan into action.

      And there was no time like the present.
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      Sophia left the office at five thirty, carrying a notebook computer filled with work. Most everyone else had already gone for the day, but Sophia frequently worked after hours to complete projects for Rex, and today was no exception.

      However, she didn’t mind. She wanted to prove to her boss she was a hard worker. Someone he could always rely on. Someone who would be there for him through thick and thin. Someone he could trust with his life.

      She left the building through the side entrance, walking past the masonry wall flush with climbing bougainvillea and surrounded by oleander hedges.

      The relentless August heat followed her through the parking lot, beading sweat on her brow. Removing the scarf from her neck, she blotted her forehead and thought of a large glass of tea poured over crushed ice.

      Key fob clutched in her right hand, she opened her car door. The seat was hot, despite the weather guard she’d placed in the window to protect the dashboard from the sun. She should have parked facing east not west.

      “Ouch, ouch, ouch.” She settled onto the heated seats. One of these days, she would move to a balmier climate. She would already have left Rascal if it hadn’t been for her mother.

      Opening the vinyl console between the driver’s seat and the passenger side, Sophia took out a paper napkin and wrapped it around her hand to protect her skin while she started the car.

      Then she heard an ominous click and nothing else.

      No! Not more car problems.

      Sighing, she sank back against the seat. In the last three weeks, she’d had to buy a set of tires, a battery, and two headlights. The car was twelve years old with over a hundred and fifty thousand road miles and held together by little more than her prayers.

      Between living expenses and her mother’s ongoing medical bills, Sophia existed from paycheck to paycheck. She couldn’t afford for something else to go wrong with the car.

      Taking a deep breath, she blotted her brow again before trying the ignition once more.

      Nothing.

      What was she going to do now? Sophia moistened her lip with her tongue. She didn’t even have enough credit on her account to call an Uber.

      If only she had left work on time, she could have hitched a ride with a co-worker.

      What now?

      One thing was for certain, she couldn’t stay here in the roasting car. Sophia opened the door and got out, scanning the asphalt parking lot for a vehicle belonging to someone she knew. Surely, she wasn’t the only one working late.

      At the far end of the lot, there was a blue van parked next to a compact foreign car and beside that was...

      A motorcycle.

      With a man standing beside it, donning a helmet.

      Oh, no. Please not Mike. Why did it have to be Mike?

      Sophia gripped her keys tighter. She’d rather spend the night in her office than ask him for a ride.

      Mike straddled the Harley and revved the powerful engine.

      Had he seen her? If he hadn’t already, he would soon. There was no leaving the parking lot without driving past her disabled vehicle.

      Mother was home. Alone. And although Jannette Shepherd did all right throughout the day, she needed help to bed at night. Sophia couldn’t stay at the office.

      Pride goeth before a fall, Sophia thought as she shouldered her purse and marched toward Mike.
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      She stood there with her thumb stuck out as if she were hitchhiking. Mike pulled to a stop, raised the visor on his helmet, and grinned.

      “Going my way?”

      “I need a ride. My car’s dead.”

      “Shame.”

      “If you can just give me a lift, I’d be eternally grateful. I’ll call a tow truck from home.”

      “How grateful?” His grin widened.

      “Grateful enough to buy you dinner.”

      “Where do you live?”

      “Sand Mesa Heights.”

      His eyebrow lifted. Obviously, he knew the area.

      “That’s a long way off,” he said, thankfully not pointing out it was also located in an older part of Rascal where the neighborhood had fallen into disrepair. That was another reason she couldn’t let her mother stay by herself at night.

      “I’ve lived there all my life,” Sophia said defensively, jutting out her chin, daring him to comment. She couldn’t help where she came from.

      “You’ll need a helmet,” Mike murmured. “I keep an extra one in the maintenance office.”

      “Why?”

      “Never can tell when you might find a lovely lady looking for a ride.” He winked, and Sophia wondered exactly how many women had ridden double on the Harley.

      “Want to come inside with me?” He grinned again.

      A shiver of response raced up her spine. “I’ll wait here,” she said, not trusting herself to be alone with him in an empty building. Her attraction to him was that strong.

      “Back in a flash.”

      Sophia waited while Mike got off his bike and trotted back into the building. She shouldn’t be so excited, and yet she was. She wanted to ride behind him, to feel the vibrating strum of that powerful engine between her legs.

      She watched Mike ascend the stairs as the senior Mr. Barrington came down them.

      Thurgood Barrington was a kind, fatherly sort with excessive pride for the company he’d built from the ground up. He and Mike stopped on the steps and exchanged pleasantries. Mike pointed in her direction.

      Mr. Barrington waved.

      Sophia wriggled her fingers. This is your opportunity. Flag down Mr. Barrington and ask him to take you home.

      Nice as Mr. Barrington was, he intimidated Sophia with his keen, intelligent brown eyes and expensive Bentley. But if she rode with him, she could ask him about Rex. Then again, she’d miss the chance to hang on to Mike’s firm waist.

      Torn, Sophia hesitated. Be smart, go with Mr. Barrington.

      In that minute, she saw the black Bentley drive up to the curb and pick up Mr. Barrington, his secretary, Mildred Van Hess at the wheel.

      Ooh, what was this? Why was Mildred driving Mr. Barrington’s car?

      Sophia didn’t want to intrude. What if there was something more going on here than an employee-employer relationship?

      Mike returned a few moments later as Sophia watched the Bentley drive away, pondering Mr. Barrington’s relationship with his assistant. Was love in the air for those two? Both Mildred and Mr. Barrington had lost their spouses last year.

      Her heartstrings tugged.

      Mike passed the helmet to Sophia and swung aboard the motorcycle while she slipped the helmet on and fastened the chin strap.

      “What now?” she asked, sounding a little breathless.

      “Climb on behind me.”

      Sophia looked down at the hem of her narrow skirt and back at Mike. “Yeah, right.”

      “Hike it up,” he said.

      Sucking in her breath, she pulled the skirt up her thighs. His gaze traveled the length of her legs, and his eyes lit up.

      “Stop looking at me,” Sophia huffed, grateful that the darkened visor of the helmet hid her blush.

      He laughed. “Get on, Miss Prim.”

      She swung a leg over the smooth warm leather. It felt like butter against her bare thighs. She wrapped her arms around Mike’s waist but kept her hands clasped loosely in front of him.

      He put the Harley in gear, and the motorcycle shot forward.

      Sophia squealed and tightened her grip, clinging to him like a burr to a cotton sock. He laughed again. Leaning up close enough to growl in his ear, she said, “You did that on purpose.”

      Mike shrugged and laughed again. “Hang on.” He let out the throttle. They weaved through late afternoon traffic, the asphalt flying away beneath the tires. Sophia had never ridden on a motorcycle before, and it terrified her, but in a thrilling way.

      Mike zigzagged through the cars. Her heart leaped into her throat and lodged there, but despite her fear, she felt something else. A feeling that took her by surprise. She felt exhilarated, liberated, free.

      The palm trees and telephone poles flashed by on the arid roadside. The wind rushed over her skin, raising goosebumps of pleasure. The pulsing engine beneath her legs felt like a living thing, sending heat throbbing through her bottom and up her spine.

      Her hands, laced together in front of Mike, could feel every muscle of his washboard-tight abdomen.

      For the next twenty minutes, Sophia did nothing but feel. She didn’t think or rationalize. She let her emotions flow in a jumble, slipping over her, around her, through her. At last, she understood the appeal of a Harley. They were sexy machines, fast and strong, but plush and roomy, built for taking off, cruising the highway, leaving your troubles behind. The motorcycle stirred the untamed wildness she hadn’t known was inside her.

      Or maybe it wasn’t the motorcycle at all, but Mike himself that stirred her longings.

      That thought rocked her world.
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      Mike shifted in his seat and prayed that Sophia wouldn’t accidentally let her hands slip downward.

      If she did, she’d realize just how much he wanted her.

      Her bare thighs pressed hard on either side of his legs, and every time he turned his head left or right, the sight of them bewitched him. Slender, firm, tanned.

      And those shoes!

      Crimson three-inch heels.

      Yikes!

      Her breasts, resting against the back of his chest, distracted him as much as those delicious legs. Her blouse was soft and silky, making it feel as if there wasn’t much between Sophia’s bare skin and him.

      Maybe disabling her car and offering her a ride hadn’t been such a bright idea after all.

      He hadn’t expected to feel so out of control by a little physical contact.

      “Which way?” Mike asked at the intersection. He let the engine idle at the red light, his feet planted firmly on the ground to balance them.

      He should have programmed her address into his GPS, but he’d been so focused on her he’d forgotten to do it.

      This part of Rascal was older and more rundown.Mike rarely ventured out this way.

      Many of the storefronts lay vacant. Graffiti defaced bus benches and the sides of buildings. Litter lined the gutters, and glass beer bottles nestled against overflowing trash cans. Clumps of young men in tank tops and tattoos stood on the street corner, eyeing the Harley and Sophia covetously. An uneasy feeling settled over him. Sophia lived in this neighborhood?

      “Take a right,” Sophia directed. “Go six blocks and make another right. You’ll come to Santa Teresa Drive. Take a left at the second stop sign. That’s Red Rock Circle. It dead-ends at my driveway.”

      He followed her directions, cruising down the narrow streets. The smell of suppers being prepared filled the air. He caught whiffs of chili powder, cumin, garlic, and oregano. Most of the residences were small and old, with peeling paint jobs and untended lawns.

      At one house on Santa Teresa Drive, a group of children in dirty T-shirts played on the sidewalk while an elderly woman with a worn expression sat motionless in a rocking chair, keeping watch from the wide screened-in porch.

      Sophia waved in greeting.

      Wary at first because he supposed they didn’t recognize her on the back of the Harley, the children hesitated before raising their hands in response.

      “Senorita Sophia,” they called after her. “Where did you get the motorcycle?”

      “It belongs to my friend, Mike,” she called back.

      My friend.

      It felt good to hear her say that. Except Mike wanted to be much more than Sophia’s friend.

      The house where he stopped on Red Rock Circle wasn’t in any better condition than the rest, except here, a flower garden flourished. Mike wasn’t good at naming flowers, but they were pretty blooms in many shades and hues. Their fragrant aroma welcomed him like a hug.

      A large white cat lay curled beneath a birdbath under an olive tree, and this was where Sophia ran the minute Mike shut off the engine.

      “Shu-Shu,” she called, peeling off the helmet and letting it slide to the ground before scooping the cat into her arms.

      Watching her cuddle the animal to her cheek caused something warm and slippery to break away in Mike’s chest.

      Instantly, Sophia’s persona shifted. She was no longer the working professional, assistant to a vice president of Barrington Oil and Gas. Gone was the efficient administrator he knew, and in her place stood a joyful young woman.

      Mike swallowed. Hard. What was happening? Sophia should fall for him. Not the other way around.

      She smiled softly. “Thank you for the ride home, Mike. It was sweet of you.”

      Sweet? He was taking advantage of her. “It was nothing.”

      “I believe I owe you dinner.” She raised her head and sniffed the air. “And unless I miss my guess, Mom’s made her fabulous arroz con polo.”

      “I should go,” he said, feeling off balance.

      “I know she’s got strawberry cheesecake for dessert,” Sophia tempted. “It’s my favorite, and she made it for my birthday. I had a light lunch to save my calories for the cheesecake.”

      As if she had anything to worry about. Mike trailed his gaze over her toned slender body.

      “I’m sure your mother wasn’t expecting company for supper.”

      Sophia waved her hand. “She always makes too much food. Come, come.” Still holding Shu-Shu, she motioned him up the front stoop.

      “Mother,” she called, pushing open the screen door into the house that was almost as warm inside as it was out. All the windows were open, and many floor fans hummed noisily. Was their air-conditioner broken?

      “In the kitchen, honey. You’re late.”

      “I know.” Sophia kicked off her high heels in the foyer.

      The living room was small and overstuffed with cheap knickknacks but spotlessly clean. The furniture was old and faded by the sun streaming in through the windows. Guilt twisted Mike’s gut. He had no idea Sophia came from such humble surroundings. Was that why she wanted to marry wealth?

      He made a mental note to give her a raise. A substantial one. She deserved one, and he’d been remiss in not already bumping up her pay.

      Sophia led the way to the kitchen. Feeling out of place, Mike followed.

      “The car broke down,” Sophia said to her mother. “I got a ride home with a co-worker, and I asked him to dinner.”

      “The car?” Sophia’s mother sounded alarmed. “Not again!”

      Mike winced. They were struggling financially.

      “Mother.” Sophia placed a hand on Mike’s shoulder and ushered him into the kitchen. “This is my coworker, Mike.”

      Mike paused in the doorway.

      Sophia’s mother was in a wheelchair, stirring a pot on a stove that was lower than normal. Startled, he realized Sophia’s mother used a wheelchair. He’d had no idea.

      She was a thin woman with blond hair now streaked with silver and eyes as blue as Sophia’s. In her mid-to-late forties, she was still an attractive woman.

      But there was a sadness in her eyes that wasn’t in her daughter’s. A damaged edge that said life had kicked her around one time too many.

      “Mike? That’s short for Michael, right.” She smiled and extended her hand. “So nice to meet you at last. I’m Jannette.”

      “He’s not Rex Michael Barrington, Mom,” Sophia said. “He’s Mike Barr, our handyman.”

      “Oh.” Instantly, the welcoming expression on Jannette’s face shifted to disappointment, but she quickly hid it. “Well, Mike, thank you for bringing Sophia home. You’ll stay for supper?”

      “If you’ve got enough.”

      “Absolutely,” Jannette replied. “Sophia, honey, why don’t you set the table?”

      The food was delicious. Mike had no quibble with Jannette’s cooking, but he couldn’t shake the feeling she secretly disapproved of him.

      He glanced up from the meal to find her studying him with a frown. In response, he gave her a big grin, but she did not return his smile.

      “So, Mike,” Jannette said at last. “How long have you been working as a handyman?”

      Aha, he thought. Now we get down to the nitty-gritty. A handyman wasn’t good enough for her daughter.

      “A few months.”

      “Where did you work before coming to Barrington Oil and Gas?” Jannette asked.

      “Here and there.”

      “I see. How old are you?”

      “Mother,” Sophia said in a shocked tone.

      “Thirty-six,” Mike drawled.

      “And you’re still working as a handyman?”

      “Mom! Save the third degree. Mike and I aren’t dating. He just gave me a ride home.”

      Jannette smiled an apology. “I’m sorry to put you on the spot, Mike, but you must understand. I’m a single mother, and Sophia is my only child. I want the best for her.”

      He nodded. “I understand, Mrs. Shepherd.”

      And he did. The modest house, the meager surroundings, the wheelchair. He didn’t know the whole story, but her motives were easy enough to figure out. Jannette wanted a way out of poverty for her daughter. In her eyes, marrying a rich man was her golden ticket.

      “Thank you for dinner,” he said after they had eaten cheesecake and sang happy birthday to a blushing Sophia. He noticed she didn’t tell her mother about the glass paperweight he had given her for her birthday. “The food was delicious.”

      “Thank you for seeing Sophia home safe and sound.”

      “I’ll have a look at her car,” he said, his eyes boldly meeting Jannette’s. “I’m pretty good at fixing things. Maybe I can repair it and save her some money.”

      “That’s very considerate of you, Mike. We appreciate it.” Jannette never dropped her gaze. Even though her voice was pleasant, her underlying message wasn’t hard to decipher. A handyman was not good enough for her daughter.

      “I’d better hit the road,” Mike said.

      “I’ll walk you outside.” Sophia got up to walk with him.

      Twilight had gathered while they were inside having supper. Overhead, a few bright early stars shone down. Shu-Shu purred and weaved between Sophia’s legs.

      Sophia reached into her pocket and gave him her car keys. “In case you want to have a look at my car.”

      “I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning,” he said. “About seven fifteen?”

      “Thank you.”

      “The food was great. Thanks for dinner.”

      “I want to apologize for my mother,” Sophia said. “She’s had a hard life.”

      “Nothing to apologize for.” Mike picked up his helmet and straddled the motorcycle.

      “She means well.”

      “I understand. Only the best for her daughter. And that excludes handymen.”

      “Mike, I...”

      Light from the street lamp shone down on her in a hazy glow. She looked so beautiful standing there that his heart caught in his throat, and his head reeled dizzily. Mike had no inkling what was coming next. Sophia took him by surprise.

      She leaned over the handlebars of the Harley, favoring him with a sweet view of her cleavage. With his eyes transfixed, she gently cupped his chin in her palm and kissed him on the mouth.

      Lightly, quickly, like a butterfly kissing a flower.

      He hissed in air.

      Without another word, Sophia turned and fled into the house, shutting the door closed solidly behind her and leaving Mike wondering what in the heck had just happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      “Stay away from that boy,” Jannette warned. “He’s bad news.”

      “He’s not a boy.” Sophia stood in front of the bathroom mirror, combing out her damp curls from her shower. “He’s a full-grown man.”

      Her mother sat in the doorway, a frown on her face. Sophia lightly traced her fingers over her lips which still vibrated from where she’d brushed them gently against Mike’s mouth. Her spontaneous kiss had surprised her as much as it had him. The lingering effects had surprised her even more.

      “That’s exactly why you should stay away from him. A thirty-six-year-old man who works in the maintenance department and rides a motorcycle is nothing but trouble with a capital T.”

      “Mother,” Sophia chided, studying her face in the mirror for any signs of wrinkles. “I’m not getting any younger.”

      “So now you’re willing to settle for anyone just because you had a birthday?”

      Sophia sighed. “Mike’s just a friend. Please don’t make it a thing.”

      “Friends can easily turn into lovers.”

      “He is cute, isn’t he?” Sophia said, more to irritate her mother than anything else.

      For the last twenty-nine years, her mother tried to dictate every detail of her life by telling her who and who not to date. Sophia was tired of it. If it hadn’t been for her mother’s illness, Sophia would have clipped the proverbial apron strings long ago. But Mom needed her. How could she just move out and leave her alone?

      “Yes, he is handsome,” Jannette said sharply. “That’s the problem. There’s nothing more dangerous than a handsome man. They’ll lie to you, rob you of your hopes and dreams, then discard you like yesterday’s dust.”

      “Every man isn’t like my father,” Sophia murmured.

      “You’ve got to think about your future and the future of any children you may have. I only want what’s best for you. Please, honey, try to understand. I’m begging you, don’t repeat my mistakes. Promise me you won’t start hanging out with Mike.”

      “I have to. He’s giving me a ride to work tomorrow.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Calm down. I’m not hanging out with him. We work in the same building. That’s all.”

      “I thought you liked your boss,” Jannette said. “What happened with that?”

      “I do like him.”

      “But...”

      “There are no buts. Mr. Barrington is a very kind, hardworking man.”

      “And he’s in Brazil while Mike is here.”

      “Yes,” Sophia admitted.

      Jannette shook her head. “Can’t you convince your boss to come home sooner than planned? The next time you speak to him, could you let it slip that his father is really ready to retire?”

      “Mother.” Sophia sighed her exasperation. “That’s manipulative.”

      “Well, sometimes you have to manipulate a little to get what you want.”

      “I wouldn’t mislead Mr. Barrington just to get him to come home to Rascal.”

      “You don’t have to lie, honey. Tell him his father is eager to start his new life in retirement. That’s true, isn’t it?”

      “It’s not that simple. So what if Rex comes home? That doesn’t mean he’ll fall in love with me.”

      Her mother maneuvered the wheelchair closer and touched Sophia’s arm. “Who wouldn’t fall in love with you? You’re beautiful and talented. You’ve got a gorgeous figure. You’re smart and hardworking. You’d make a splendid wife for any man. Rex will recognize that about you instantly.”

      Sophia shook her head. “Isn’t it underhanded? Plotting to get someone to marry you?”

      Her mother laughed bitterly. "If you don’t plot to get what you want, then you’ll get shafted like I did. I wasn’t smart enough to use my assets to get what I wanted. Don’t make my mistakes. Don’t discard everything you’ve ever dreamed of over some good-looking guy with bad intentions. Don’t throw away all those etiquette lessons I worked two jobs to pay for. Please don’t sell yourself short. You’re special, Sophia. You know how to act like a rich man’s wife, and that’s what you’ll be if you listen to your mother.”

      She stared at her mother in the mirror and felt Jannette’s fingers curl tightly around the sleeve of her bathrobe. Her mother was frightened, Sophia realized. Terrified that she would run off with Mike the handyman on his Harley and leave her alone to fend for herself.

      Her heart ached at the desperation etched on her mother’s face. “Don’t worry, Mom; taking care of your needs is always my priority.”

      “Who said anything about me? I had my shot at romance, and I blew it. I don’t want you to hurt your chance at happiness.”

      “I promise, I won’t do anything stupid.”

      Her mother blew out her breath on a long sigh. “Mark my word, Sophia. When Rex Michael Barrington shows up to sweep you off your feet, you’ll feel like Cinderella at the ball, and all the waiting will be worth it.”

      Yeah, Sophia thought glumly, but what happens at the stroke of midnight?
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      Mike arrived on her doorstep at seven fifteen sharp with her car instead of his motorcycle parked in the driveway.

      “You fixed my car!” she exclaimed, running her gaze over him and trying her best not to notice how sexy he looked in blue jeans and a Stetson. Mike wore a short-sleeved chambray shirt and cowboy boots.

      Sophia herself wore a white peasant blouse embroidered with pink and blue flowers and pale-blue slacks. Her cloth belt and low-heeled shoes were a matching pink. She had her hair caught back in a ponytail wrapped with a pink and blue ribbon. She’d dressed for a motorcycle ride to work.

      As happy as she was to see her car in good working order, she couldn’t help feeling a little regretful that she wasn’t getting another trip on the Harley.

      “What was wrong with it?” she asked, stepping off the porch and crossing the driveway to her car.

      “The starter.”

      “How much do I owe you?” she asked, opening her purse.

      “Don’t worry about it.” Mike waved.

      “But I insist. You’ve been so nice.”

      “Please,” he said. “I can’t take money from you.”

      The tone of his voice caught her attention. She looked over to see something akin to guilt in his eyes and was confused by what she saw. What did Mike have to feel guilty about?

      “I may be poor, but I’m proud.” Sophia pulled what cash she had from her wallet and moved to thrust it into his shirt pocket. “I’ll get more from the ATM at work.”

      “Sophia, I said no.” He encircled her wrist with his fingers.

      His touch seared her. Startled, she looked into his green eyes. 

      Don’t push it! his gaze said.

      “Come on, Mike, I know working in maintenance doesn’t pay a lot. I make more money than you do.”

      “I don’t need a lot of money,” he said gruffly, letting go of her wrist. “That fabulous meal your mother cooked last night was payment enough. If you feel you must do more, then you can give me a ride home from work this afternoon since I had a friend tow your car to my house last night so I could work on it.”

      “Fair enough,” she replied, stuffing the money back in her purse. “Get in.”

      He climbed into the passenger seat, and Sophia slid beneath the wheel. The car started without a hitch.

      “How’s your mother this morning?” Mike asked after they’d driven in silence for a few minutes.

      “Fine.”

      “Jannette doesn’t like me much.” He said it as a statement of fact, not a question.

      “It’s nothing personal. She’s very protective of me. I’m all she’s got.”

      “She seemed to like me when she thought I was Rex Barrington.”

      “What can I say?” Sophia sighed. “Money impresses my mother.”

      “Like mother, like daughter?”

      “Excuse me?” Sophia flashed Mike a glare as she drove from Sand Mesa Heights onto the freeway. Traffic was thick. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I saw your doodle, Mrs. Rex Michael Barrington.”

      Sophia inhaled sharply. “I—that was—”

      “Forget it,” Mike mumbled.

      “No, go ahead.” Sophia switched on her turn signal to merge, her heart thumping wildly. “Get it off your chest.”

      He raised his hands. “It’s none of my business.”

      “You’re darned right it’s not.”

      “But you shouldn’t let hard times drive you into marrying a man you’re not in love with just so you can be taken care of financially.”

      Sophia glared and honked her horn at a red convertible that cut her off. “Who says I don’t love Rex?”

      “Oh, come on, Sophia. Give me a break. You can’t love someone you’ve never even met.”

      “That’s not true. People fall in love over the internet, and haven’t you heard about people who fall in love with a photograph of someone? It happens.”

      “Where and when does it happen?”

      “In the old movie Laura, where Dana Andrews falls in love with a portrait of Gene Tierney.”

      “Um, wasn’t that movie about a murdered woman, Sophia?”

      Okay, she had no comeback.

      Mike snorted. “You don’t even know what Rex looks like in person. He could be in the room with you, and you’d never know it.”

      “His picture is on the company website.”

      “It’s an old photograph. His looks could have changed.”

      Sophia snorted. “Not that much.”

      “Maybe he got into a boxing match and someone smashed his face in,” he teased.

      What was he getting at? Sophia slanted him a sideways glance. “Jealous?”

      “Me?” Mike looked amused. “What do I have to be jealous about?”

      Her heart was still pounding at a weirdly fast clip. Was he jealous of Rex? “I don’t care. Looks are not that important to me.”

      “That’s right,” Mike said almost inaudibly. “It’s his money that attracts you. It’s gotta be rough being Rex Michael Barrington.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Never knowing for sure if a woman likes you for yourself or for what you can buy her. I don’t envy the man.”

      “I’m sure you don’t,” Sophia snapped. “Rex works hard for what he’s got.”

      “Oh, yeah. It must be real hard inheriting money.”

      “What is your problem?”

      “Gold diggers turn my stomach.”

      “Are you accusing me of something?” Sophia pulled over on the shoulder of the freeway and stomped on the brake. She put the car into Park and turned in her seat to shoot eye daggers at Mike.

      “If the shoe fits...”

      “You think you know everything, don’t you?”

      “I know your mother’s pushing you to marry a rich man.”

      “What if she is?” Sophia fisted her hands to control her anger. “Is it so wrong to want the best for your child?”

      “Is a loveless marriage what’s best for you?”

      “Who said it would be loveless?”

      “What happened to your father?” he asked. “Why isn’t he in the picture?”

      “That”—she pointed angrily at him with an index finger—“is none of your business.”

      “What’s the problem? Wasn’t he rich enough for your mother?”

      “You don’t get to weigh in on things you know nothing about.”

      “You’re twenty-nine years old and letting your mother run your life. Telling you who’s worthy of your love and who’s not.”

      “I could kick you out of my car. Make you walk the rest of the way to work.”

      “Oh yeah?” He leaned across the seat. His green eyes were quicksand, his rapid breathing heated carbon against her skin.

      Chemistry.

      Hot, messy, explosive.

      It slammed into Sophia with the momentum of a lab experiment gone horribly awry.

      Except this wasn’t a lab and being this close to such a sexy volatile man in morning rush-hour traffic wasn’t an experiment she recommended even to the bravest souls.

      Before she knew what was happening, Mike was kissing her. Right there on Highway 10.

      Hungrily, greedily, he cupped the back of her head in his palm and drew her across the car toward him.

      Her seat belt was in the way. Sophia clawed it off, desperate to get to Mike. He was jerking at his restraint as well.

      His lips sank down on hers again. Smothering her in a delicious warmth. Stealing her breath, stealing her mind, stealing her senses until she was deaf, speechless, and blind with desire.

      Sophia kissed him back, as hard and fierce as he kissed her. She fought a mad urge to rip off her blouse and bare her breasts to him. She wanted him here, now, this minute with a passion that terrified her.

      He smelled so good. Tasted even better. She couldn’t get enough, would never get enough of him.

      Their attraction was not a fluke, not some freak twist of nature, not an aberrant occurrence. This was very real and very, very scary.

      Mike’s quicksilver tongue explored. Sophia parted her lips and eagerly let him in.

      Her fingers gripped his well-knit shoulder muscles. She closed her eyes and fell down, down, down into an endless sea of ravenous craving.

      Lust.

      Unadulterated. Raw. Compelling.

      Feelings, sensations, intense emotions that Sophia had never experienced swelled over her. So, this was what her mother had been warning her against these many years. At last Sophia understood. This helplessness in the face of physical urges. This headlong aching of her body. This mindless desire that begged her to ignore common sense and reason.

      Sophia whimpered.

      Mike absorbed her whimper.

      But this could not, must not happen. How could it anyway, in this small vehicle, on the side of the road, sunlight flooding in through the windows, cars honking encouragement as they drove past, the smell of tar and fuel exhaust clogging the air?

      Brought back to reality, Sophia stopped kissing him.

      As if perfectly attuned to her, Mike pulled back and sucked in an unsteady breath.

      “Wow,” he whispered softly. “Wow.”

      Shakily, Sophia drew a finger across her mouth, focused on the steering wheel, straightened her blouse, raked her fingers through her hair, and slipped her safety belt back on. Her hands trembled as she put the car into gear and entered the stream of traffic. Not once did she dare look over at him.
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      Wow. Wow. Wow.

      Mike could not stop thinking about her. In all his thirty-six years, he had never been so turned on by any woman. No, not just turned on, his feelings for her were much stronger than that. She intrigued him in a dozen different ways.

      Sophia had been running through his head all morning, searing a beaten path across his

      brain. In a daze, he wandered through the building attending to minor repairs. Those few stunning moments in Sophia’s car had stolen his free will. His senses so clouded he could barely drag one foot in front of the other, much less return the hearty greetings of coworkers.

      He saw her in his mind’s eye. Sophia. Blond, beautiful, a lonely princess hiding behind a carefully constructed facade. Sophia. The perfect executive assistant, hardworking, de-

      voted, efficient. Sophia. So full of fire, so full of passion.

      How had he lived for so long without this feeling? How had he existed for so long without her?

      Don’t lose your sense of direction. You didn’t get where you are today by falling for every pretty face that sent your temperature soaring.

      Except no woman had ever made him feel the way Sophia did. Whenever he was around her, he felt stronger, smarter, brighter. Mike ached to tell her all his secrets, to reveal every silly daydream that had ever sprinted through his head, to bore her with stories of his childhood, to regale her with his jokes and his life in Brazil. To reveal to her his true identity.

      Watch out!

      He couldn’t forget that, sexy as she might be, he couldn’t trust Sophia. At least not yet. Not until she passed his litmus test by falling in love with Mike the handyman.

      What if he couldn’t change her? What if he turned on the charm, courted her with fervency, and it didn’t work? What if he pulled out all the stops and despite his best efforts, she still chose Rex Barrington over him? Then he’d have egg on his face and his heart in his hands.

      And he’d have to transfer her. For how could they work together after that?

      Did he dare take that risk?

      Mike suppressed a laugh. How ironic, the master of risk-taking reduced to a quivering mass by his hopeful heart.

      “Hey, Mike.” Heath Hunter greeted him when Mike pushed through the door into the marketing department to perform a routine changing of the air-conditioning filters.

      “Morning, Heath.”

      Heath’s smile was wider than usual. “Did you catch the baseball game on ESPN last night?”

      Mike shook his head.

      “Too busy, huh?” Heath winked.

      “Busy?” Mike repeated, struggling to pay attention. Before Heath had married Amber, he and Mike went to Kelly’s Bar once a week to watch a baseball game and shoot pool.

      He missed Heath, he realized. Before going undercover as Mike the handyman, he’d not really had any solid friendships. Even as a boy he’d been hesitant to let down his guard and make friends.

      Too many moves from city to city, school to school, as his father climbed the ladder from wildcatter, to oil executive, and finally to president of his own company. Too many false friends. Too many bad experiences had taught him to be cautious.

      As a boy, Mike was on alert, wary of kids who only wanted to hang out with him for his father’s money. Throughout most of his childhood, he’d felt like he was on the outside looking in, never really quite sure what others thought about him.

      Sure, he’d had his older brother, Mark, but they were often in competition for their father’s approval, and their personalities and interests were so different that they didn’t spend much time together. And now Mark was living and working in Houston.

      It hadn’t helped that their father had been too busy working to play catch or to take him and his brother to baseball games. They were supposed to understand. Making money came before family. It was a fact of the Barrington household he’d learned to live with. It wasn’t lost on Mike, that just like his father, he too had become a workaholic.

      He took pride in his independence, knowing he didn’t need others to keep him entertained. That rebel streak had spurred the bad boy phase he’d gone through in his late teens, when in the aftermath of his mother’s illness, he and his father had not gotten along. It had been tough, but they’d worked through it and now had a mutual respect for each other.

      “Don’t play innocent with me, you sly dog.” Heath came around his desk to slap Mike on the shoulder. “Liam Wilson saw you yesterday evening with Sophia Shepherd on the back of your Harley.”

      “I just gave Sophia a ride home.”

      Heath winked again. “Rrright. And that’s why Jeff Henderson spotted you getting out of Sophia’s car this morning.”

      “You guys gossip like schoolgirls.”

      Heath raised his palms. “Hey, it’s nothing to be ashamed of. Sophia’s a gorgeous woman. But if you’re gonna date her, you need to let HR know. It’s in the policy manual.”

      Inwardly, Mike groaned. He hated that he’d gotten Sophia sucked into office gossip. “We’re not dating.”

      “Probably for the best.” Heath crinkled his nose. “I heard she’s got a thing for Rex Barrington.”

      “Yeah,” Mike said tightly. “I heard that too.”

      Heath’s eyes darkened. “You like her. I hear it in your voice.”

      “She’s nice enough.”

      “Come on, buddy, you can’t fool me. I had that same tone when I was pining over Heather and afraid to ask her out because I was her boss and didn’t want things to get complicated.”

      “Sophia’s not interested in me.” Mike shook his head.

      “How do you know?”

      “I just do,” Mike said, wishing he hadn’t gotten into this discussion with Heath. “I gotta get this vent filter changed.” He patted the filter he had tucked underneath his arm.

      Mike changed the filter and left the marketing department with a nagging doubt following him. What should he do about Sophia? Things were more complicated than Heath would ever know.

      In fact, there was only one person who would completely understand his situation. Only one man could give him the proper perspective. And he sorely needed that advice before he made the wrong move and ruined everything.

      Getting off the elevator on the fifth floor, Mike walked past Mildred Van Hess’ desk. The impeccably dressed executive assistant glanced up as he approached.

      “Hey, Mildred.” He smiled.

      Mildred was the only employee at Barrington Oil and Gas who knew he was masquerading as an undercover boss.

      She smiled back. “Good morning, Re…er…Mike.”

      “The big guy in?” he asked.

      Mildred nodded.

      “Is he busy?”

      “He’s always busy, but he’ll make time for you.”

      “That’s good,” Mike said. “Because I’ve got something pressing on my mind.”

      He darted a quick glance toward Sophia’s office, relieved to see that her door was closed.

      Mildred followed his gaze to the office across the hall and shook her head. “Go on in.”

      Mike pushed through the door to find his father sitting behind a large marble desk, frowning at his computer screen.

      “Hi, Dad.”

      “Good morning.” His father waved him down. “Have a seat.” But Mike prowled restlessly around the room, his hands clasped behind his back. He stared out the big picture windows at the desert landscape stretching out before him, the Davis Mountains in the distance.

      His father cleared his throat. “How are things going with your assignment, Rex?”

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I’m worried about Sophia.”

      “Worried?”

      “I’m not sure I can trust her.”

      His father lifted his eyebrows in surprise. “Sophia seems very responsible to me, and Mildred says she’s excellent at her job.”

      “She is.” He perched on the arm of a leather chair, running his hands through his hair.

      “And the problem is?”

      “I’m afraid she’s another Erica.”

      The sound of that name from the past stopped the conversation cold.

      His father winced and sucked in his breath through clenched teeth. “What makes you think that?”

      “Just a gut feeling.”

      “I hope you’re wrong.”

      “It’s worse than that, Dad.”

      “I hate to ask why.”

      “I’m falling for her.”
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      Sophia was confused. So confused that she’d already put salt in her coffee, accidentally deleted an important e-mail, and overwatered the ficus tree in the office to the point of saturating the carpet beneath it.

      Darn that Mike! This was all his doing. Sophia, on her hands and knees, sopped water from the carpet with a roll of heavyweight paper towels.

      Why on earth was she so attracted to Mike when who she really wanted was Rex?

      Or did she?

      It hadn’t been Rex Barrington who’d given her a kiss so amazing it knocked her socks off.

      But Rex was the man she respected. He was the son of a billionaire. Had made a fortune in his own right. He could provide for a wife and family. He was considerate and thoughtful and hardworking. He had goals and dreams and ambitions.

      But who got you a birthday gift? And who didn’t?

      Well, she could hardly hold Rex responsible for that, could she? He was a busy man. Mike had time to spare. Rex wasn’t even in the US.

      The phone rang.

      Hurriedly, Sophia got to her feet and dropped the soggy towels in the trash can. She dried her hands with a clean paper towel and grabbed the phone. “Rex Michael Barrington’s office. Sophia Shepherd speaking.”

      The instant his rich voice washed over her, Sophia inhaled sharply.

      “Good morning, Sophia,” Rex Barrington said.

      “Oh, Mr. Barrington. How are you this morning?” Her stomach fluttered, and her heart contracted. Only one other person on the planet stirred her like this, and he worked in maintenance.

      “Sophia,” he teased. “How many times have I told you it’s okay to call me Rex?”

      “I know, sir,” she said, “but I don’t want to be presumptuous.”

      “It would never be presumptuous for you to call me by my first name, and whatever you do, please get rid of the ‘sir.’ It makes me feel like my father.”

      “Yes, sir... er... Rex.”

      “That’s better.”

      Sweet heaven, that voice! Low and deep. Her toes curled inside her shoes. His tone sounded so much like Mike’s.

      That gave her pause. Was Mike’s voice the subliminal thing that attracted her to him?

      Could it be that his voice reminded her of Rex, and that’s why he turned her on?

      “How’s business?” Rex asked, his sultry voice wrapping around her, tight as a hug.

      Sophia gave him a rundown on the business accounts.

      “Great job. Keep up the good work.”

      A delicious warmth seeped through Sophia’s body. “Just doing my job, sir.”

      “What was that?”

      “Rex.” She smiled into the receiver. “Old habits die hard.”

      “Listen, Sophia,” he said, and she heard the hesitation in his voice. It wasn’t like Rex to hesitate, and for a split second, he sounded exactly like Mike the maintenance man.

      “Yes?” She leaned forward against her desk, freaked over the excitement pushing through her chest.

      “It’s come to my attention I missed your birthday yesterday.”

      “Oh, I didn’t expect you to remember my birthday.” Sophia leaned back in her chair and ran a hand through her curls. “After all, we’ve only been working together a few months, and you’re a very busy man.”

      “Stop making excuses for me, Sophia. I forgot your birthday, and I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “I don’t worry; I correct my oversights.”

      As if on cue, a knock sounded at her open door, and a deliveryman appeared with a lavish flower bouquet clutched in his arms. Dozens and dozens of flowers. Roses and lilies. Orchids and daisies. Carnations and gladiola. Red, green, purple, yellow, orange. A fragrant rainbow protruding from a leaded crystal vase.

      “Flowers for Miss Sophia Shepherd,” the deliveryman called out.

      “Rex!” She breathed into the phone and waved the man over to her desk. “What have you done?”

      He chuckled. “I take it they’ve arrived?”

      “They’re so beautiful!” Emotion choked her. In that moment, she felt like a fairy-tale princess.

      “That’s not all,” Rex said.

      The deliveryman plunked the flowers in front of her and winked before leaving the room.

      “It’s n-not?” Sophia stammered, overwhelmed.

      “No, ma’am. I’m giving you a raise. And it’s not for your birthday; it’s for all the hard work you do.” Then he named a figure so high she was sure she’d misheard.

      “What?” she asked.

      He repeated the amount of her raise.

      “That’s almost double my current salary!” Sophia exclaimed, unable to believe it. She could buy a new car and pay off some of her mother’s long-standing medical bills.

      “You’re worth every penny and more.”

      “I-I don’t know what to say. Thank you, thank you, thank you.” What a blessing! What a godsend.

      “You’re very welcome. I don’t want a competitor to steal you away from me.”

      Steal you away from me.

      She knew he was talking about work. Yes, she did, but she couldn’t stop thinking about Mike and that sizzling kiss they’d shared on the side of the highway. Sophia gulped.

      “No one could ever steal me away from you.” Sophia dreamily doodled Mrs. Rex Michael Barrington on her desk calendar.

      “You never can tell when you might run across a smooth-talking headhunter full of glib promises. I need to know that you’re integral to Barrington Oil and Gas, Sophia.” His voice dipped lower. “And to me.”

      “Thank you,” she said, feeling her cheeks blush hot. “I feel so lucky to be working for you.”

      “Have a good day,” he said. “We’ll talk more tomorrow.”

      “Until tomorrow.” She was about to hang up.

      “Wait,” he said. “There’s something else I’ve been meaning to ask.”

      “Yes?”

      Silence hummed across the lines. Sophia could picture Rex at his office in Brazil, handsome in an expensively tailored suit, the phone cradled under his chin, his feet propped on his desk in the casual elegance of a self-assured monarch.

      “Are you seeing anyone?” he asked.

      “Beg your pardon?” The question caught her off guard.

      “Do you have a boyfriend?”

      Sophia caught her breath as a thrill sped through her. Could it be true? Was Rex asking her out? This was too much. A substantial raise in pay, a beautiful floral bouquet, and an invitation to go out with Rex.

      “No,” she answered and pinched herself.

      “There’s not someone special in your life?”

      Guiltily, she thought of Mike. He was special. She couldn’t deny the sparks that flew between them whenever they were in the same room together. But no matter how hot the chemistry, she had no future with Mike the handyman, and for the last four months, she’d dreamed of Rex Barrington asking her on a date.

      And even though Sophia valued honesty above all things, she wasn’t about to blow this opportunity by telling him about Mike.

      “No,” she spoke firmly, ignoring the twinge of remorse. Mike had made her no promises; she owed him nothing beyond doing her job well.

      “I’m surprised,” Rex said. “You’re so accomplished, reliable, and understanding.”

      “There’s no one,” she assured him, resolutely pushing thoughts of Mike from her mind. It was true. She and Mike had never dated. They weren’t an item. “Is there any reason you ask?”

      “I was just going to tell you to bring your significant other to our company picnic.”

      “Huh?” Sophia blinked, disappointed that Rex hadn’t been angling to ask her out.

      “You’ll be at the company picnic?”

      “I’m going to do my best to wind things up here in Brazil by then,” he said.

      Hope sprang fresh in her heart. At last! Rex was coming home.

      “Until tomorrow,” he said.

      “Goodbye,” she whispered.

      The phone clicked softly in her ear as Rex severed the connection, leaving Sophia frustrated and more confused than ever.
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      From a desk across the hall, Rex glanced over at his father. By sending Sophia flowers and giving her a huge raise, he had upped the ante, pitting himself against himself. Rex against Mike. The wealthy oil man versus the charming cowboy. Who would emerge victorious?

      “You sure this is the right thing to do?” Rex asked his father who’d suggested the whole undercover ploy.

      “It’s the only way you will know for sure if you can trust her, son. You know how important trust is in any relationship. You’ve got to know that Sophia will be loyal to you and the company no matter what.”

      Rex winced. “I suppose you’re right, but it feels so underhanded.”

      “Sometimes the means justifies the ends.”

      “She lied to me,” Rex murmured more to himself than his father.

      “Lied?” His father tilted his head in the comforting manner he used when he wanted someone to open up to him. “About what?”

      “She said there was no one special in her life.”

      “Perhaps there’s not.”

      “Then what do you call Mike the handyman? She kissed him…me.” He folded his arms over his chest, feeling wounded.

      “Son.” Thurgood placed a hand on his shoulder. “I don’t have the answer. This is something you’ll have to work out on your own.”
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      “I need your advice.” Nervously, Sophia wrung her hands.

      It was two o’clock in the afternoon, and she was in the Exploration and Production division, sitting in the office of her friend Sienna Sontag.

      They chatted for a few minutes about Sienna’s upcoming marriage to her fiancé, Jeff Henderson and Sophia’s role as a bridesmaid. Then uncharacteristically, Sophia blurted what was really on her mind.

      “Oh?” Sienna’s eyes sparkled. She leaned forward in her chair. “How can I help?”

      Since turning thirty and transforming herself from a hard-driven, career-oriented geologist into a calm, confident woman who risked everything for personal happiness, she had won. She had snagged both a big promotion and the man she loved.

      “It’s about Rex Barrington.”

      “Do tell.” Sienna grinned.

      Sophia nodded. “I’ve got a crush on my boss.”

      “There’s a lot of that going around.” Sienna chuckled and waved her left hand, which sported an enormous engagement ring.

      “That’s why I need your advice,” Sophia said, keeping her voice low.

      “It’s a touchy issue, mixing work and an office romance.”

      “But you and Jeff pulled it off.”

      “It was a little easier for me since I was in the field and not constantly in the office with Jeff. But he wasn’t always so cooperative.”

      “Really? What happened?”

      “Jeff didn’t realize he was ready to fall in love.”

      “What changed his mind?” Sophia asked.

      “Do you want to know what worked?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “I stopped caring.”

      Sophia frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “When I turned thirty, I realized that life was passing me by. I was busting my butt, waiting for Jeff to notice me as a woman, but he never did. Oh sure, he told me I was a great geologist. He complimented my work, but he never saw me as a desirable woman until I stopped caring what he thought and started living life for myself.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Stop holding your breath waiting for Rex to come home and sweep you off your feet.”

      “But, Sienna, you don’t understand. I’ve got to have Rex. I can’t give up.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why do you have to have him?”

      “Sienna, Rex is kind and considerate, hardworking and dependable. He’s everything I ever needed in a man, and I care for him deeply.”

      “But if he’s not crazy about you too, what’s the point?” her friend asked.

      It was a valid question.

      “Rex might be crazy about me. It’s hard to tell when he’s so far away.”

      “Has he said or done anything that led you to believe your relationship was anything other than professional?”

      Sophia considered the question. Rex was friendly, but she couldn’t say that he was flirtatious. “He sent me flowers for my birthday.”

      Sienna gave her a look of pity that said she was deceiving herself. “Don’t let that stop you from going out and having a good time. He’s in Brazil, and you’re here. You’re young and beautiful. You should have the time of your life and not stay home pining for him.”

      “But Rex is coming home in a few weeks.”

      “Your attitude is holding you back. As long as I sat around mooning about Jeff, he never worried about me. He knew I would be there. But when I took charge of things and got on with my life, he realized some other guy might snatch me up. Let me tell you, Sophia, the man did a complete one-eighty. Try not caring. You’ll be amazed at how things change. If not with Rex, then with you.”

      Easy for Sienna to say. Jeff had been there to witness Sienna’s transformation. But with Rex, Sophia faced a different problem.

      How could they bond without proximity? How could she make Rex jealous when he was thousands of miles away? How would he even know if she was living her own life or waiting pitifully by the phone?

      “I better get back to work.” Sophia got to her feet. “Thanks for the advice.”

      “Anytime, but hey, I also wanted to warn you.”

      Sophia’s stomach pitched. “Warn me?”

      “About the handyman.”

      “Mike Barr?”

      “Yes. Jeff saw the two of you riding on Mike’s motorcycle last night.”

      “Mike was simply giving me a ride home.”

      “Just be careful. Okay? Even though I’m advising you to stop mooning over Rex, I don’t know if Mike is the right person to stop caring about him with, if you get my drift.”

      Sophia frowned. “Why not?”

      “Mike has a reputation.”

      “Reputation?”

      “You know.” Sienna lowered her voice. “Jeff says he’s a player. I also hear he likes to party a little too hearty.”

      “I don’t think Mike is like that, and I don’t want to spread gossip.”

      “I’d hate to see you get hurt. Be careful, Sophia. Don’t fall for the bad boys. They can’t change.”

      “I’m not falling for Mike.” She spoke with more force than she intended, as if trying to convince herself and Sienna. “Rex is the one for me.”

      “All right, then. Good luck.”

      “Thanks.”

      Great. Sienna had been little help. On the one hand, she advised Sophia not to put her life on hold for Rex, but on the other she warned her away from Mike.

      Sighing, Sophia wandered back to her office thinking she might just give up on men entirely.
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      “Ready to call it a day?”

      The moment she’d been dreading had arrived. Sophia grasped the edges of her desk so tightly that her knuckles ached.

      “Hello, Mike,” she said.

      Despite her best efforts to play it cool, the minute she spotted Mike lounging casually with his shoulder against the wall, one corner of his mouth quirked up in a knowing grin, her heart leapfrogged against her rib cage.

      Stop looking at me like that!

      He was handsome with a thick lock of hair laying across his forehead. Sophia imagined that buttoned-up Rex never looked so casual and carefree.

      But Rex had a lot of responsibility. He didn’t have time to waste. He had a billionaire-dollar business to help run. Cowboy Mike could afford to be disarmingly boyish. He had nothing else going for him beyond his looks and his charm.

      And some dynamite kissing skills.

      Sophia would not fall for it. She was loyal to Rex. No matter how tempting Mike might be, she had to clip this budding relationship before it flourished and damaged them both.

      “Nice flowers.” Mike sauntered across the room with his easy swagger. Sophia decided that Rex did not swagger. She imagined he strode purposefully into a room, commanding everyone’s attention.

      Mike bent over to smell the flowers. “Nice. Where’d they come from?”

      “Rex Barrington sent them to me for my birthday.”

      “Oh.” Straightening, Mike pressed his lips together in a disapproving line. “Makes my glass kitten look sort of pathetic, doesn’t it?”

      “No, Mike.” Sophia adored that little glass kitten, and it had been sweet of him to remember her birthday. “I love that figurine.”

      He made a face. “It’s okay. You don’t have to say that to make me feel better.”

      “I’m telling you the truth. I don’t lie.” What was it about this man? If he wasn’t sweeping her off her feet, he was irritating the heck out of her.

      He raised his palms. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to suggest you were lying. Are you ready to head for home?”

      “Er...” She’d spent the entire afternoon trying to think of a way to get out of giving him a ride home. “I have so much work to catch up on. How about I call you an Uber on me?”

      “Nah, don’t worry about it. I can wait. I’ve got nowhere else to be.”

      That, Sophia thought, was the crux of Mike’s problem. He had no plans, no structure, no ambition. But she kept her opinion to herself. Instead, she said, “I could be hours.”

      It wasn’t a lie. She could always find plenty of work to keep her occupied.

      “I’ll wait,” he said firmly.

      Great, what now? The last thing she wanted was to be left in the building alone with this man she found devilishly attractive. A man who could ruin her chances with the guy she really wanted.

      “Mike, I’m sure you’d rather go home and have your supper. Really, I don’t mind paying for Uber. I owe you after you fixed my car.”

      He pushed the flowers aside and nonchalantly sat on the corner of her desk. “You need to eat, too.” He reached for the phone. “I’ll call for pizza. What kind do you like?”

      Sophia stared.

      He winked.

      “Pepperoni,” she murmured.

      “How do you feel about mushrooms?”

      She nodded.

      “Green peppers? Black olives? Onions?”

      “Get the works.” She laughed. “But no anchovies, please.”

      “Gotcha.” He pointed his finger like a gun and pulled an imaginary trigger.

      Yes, you do. Unfortunately.

      He pulled out his cell phone and ordered a pizza.

      She sighed and sank down into her chair. The guy did not take no for an answer. Fine. He could sit there bored while she dragged out her work.

      What if one of their coworkers came by, she fretted, and caught them having pizza together in her office? That would only add fuel to the already flaming office gossip. And what if Rex got wind of this innocent incident? Would he think she had lied to him about having someone special in her life?

      Sophia winced.

      “Something wrong?” Mike cocked his head.

      You.

      His gaze snared hers. He leaned closer across her desk. His tangy scent caught her nose, tantalized her. His warm breath lightly tickled her skin.

      Sophia realized with a jolt he’d splashed on fresh cologne. For her?

      He narrowed his gaze. Sophia noticed his eyes had turned a darker shade of green, murkier, colored by desire. Her glance traveled down his face, paused at his mouth.

      The mouth that had caused her so much trouble.

      Would Rex kiss like Cowboy Mike? Would his lips send red-hot rockets shooting through her body? Or would his mouth be soft and gentle? Would his kiss be hot and hard like Mike’s?

      Which did she prefer? Fireworks or comfort?

      Getting way ahead of yourself, Soph. You haven’t kissed Rex yet.

      “See something you like?” Mike asked.

      Realizing she’d been staring, Sophia yanked her eyes from his face and peered down at her desk. Her pulse quickened at her throat. Was the man a magician or a mind reader or both?

      “You’re in my way.” She pointed at a sky-blue chair located halfway across the room. “Go sit over there.”

      He smirked and did not move.

      “Shoo.” She motioned him away with both hands.

      Still, he didn’t go.

      “I can’t work with you staring at me like that. If you don’t want to spend all night here, I suggest you get off my desk and let me get this stuff taken care of.”

      “I’d spend the night with you anywhere, Sophia.”

      She did not want to blush! Oh, no! But her cheeks heated.

      “Why are you so shy? You’re a beautiful woman.” Mike reached over and took her hand.

      “Please don’t,” she whispered. “What if someone passes in the corridor and sees us?”

      “What if they do?”

      “We’ll be the talk of the office.”

      “So? Let them talk. I don’t care. Do you?”

      Sophia wrenched her hand from his. “Yes. I do care. Very much. And that is exactly the reason I can’t be involved with you, Mike. You don’t care. About your job, the impression you make on people, anything.”

      That seemed to sober him for a moment. He drew back and slanted her a sultry look.

      Her heart leapt into her throat.

      “Is that the real reason, Sophia, or is it because you’re determined to hook up with Rex Barrington and don’t want to blow your chances with him by dating me?”

      She sat up straight, and even though it took every ounce of courage she possessed, Sophia stared him in the eye. “I care for Rex a great deal, yes. He’s my boss.”

      “Tell me something.” Mike reached out to caress her cheek with his fingertip. “If I were the rich one, the one with all the money and cars and homes, would you forget all about Rex?”

      “No,” Sophia said sharply, but she feared it was true.

      No man had ever set her ablaze the way Mike did. She wanted him desperately. Her body ached for him twice as much as her heart longed to be Mrs. Rex Michael Barrington. But Mike wasn’t rich; he wasn’t ambitious. He couldn’t adequately provide for a family. He had no desire to settle down. He liked to play and party just as her father had. How could she choose a man like that?

      She could not, would not follow in her mother’s footsteps and fall into bed with a man simply because he was hot, and her hormones were raging.

      And yet she wanted Mike! Blindly, stupidly, with every fiber of her being.

      “Are you being honest, Sophia?” He lowered his head and his voice. “You seriously find that uptight Harvard graduate more attractive than me?”

      “Attraction has nothing to do with it.”

      “Sweetheart,” Mike said, and that single word sent a shaft of delight arrowing through her. “Attraction has everything to do with it. Do you deny that what happened in your car this morning was anything less than earth-shaking?”

      “I don’t base important decisions on the surge of passion,” Sophia replied primly.

      “You think too much.” He moved closer until mere inches separated them.

      Just when Sophia feared Mike would kiss her, the pizza delivery guy showed up, bringing with him the smell of yeast, garlic, and tomato sauce.

      Grateful for the interruption, Sophia hopped up from her chair and smiled at her savior. She rummaged in her purse, then extended the delivery man a twenty-dollar bill. He swapped her the pizza and some change.

      She watched the delivery guy go with anxiety. Two seconds later, she was alone again with Mike.

      “I’ll hit the vending machine for drinks,” Mike said. “Unsweet iced tea, right?”

      She nodded. How did he know? He’s been paying attention to your likes and dislikes. But here was the question.

      Why?
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      Mike left Sophia’s office and went to catch the elevator to the break room and the vending machines. What did he want from Sophia?

      He wanted her to want him for himself. Not his money. Not his name. Not for the stability he could provide. He wanted to know that he, ordinary Mike, could please her without having to be Rex Barrington, successful oil and gas executive. He wanted to put a smile on her face and a song in her heart. He wanted to make her moan with delight in his bed.

      But Sophia resisted his every effort because she was so hung up with the thought of her boss.

      Mike wandered into the break room and fed quarters into the drink machine.

      She was such a sexy woman. She carried herself with a calm confidence. He knew her potent sensuality was natural, not put-on. He also knew she did not know how to deal with the desires she unintentionally raised in men, so she hid from her sexuality.

      What should he do? Give up pursuing her? And turn his back on what could be the love of his life? Mike wasn’t getting any younger, and lately, whenever he gazed at Sophia, he experienced the most overwhelming longings that included a wedding and honeymoon, babies and happily ever after.

      Yes. He was falling for her. But was she falling for Mike?

      He could reveal his true identity. She’d sure as heck want him, and then he’d never know for sure if she loved him for himself, or if, like his ex-fiancée, Erica, she was simply after a trophy husband.

      Mike grimaced.

      There was really only one alternative. And it was a dangerous one. He must seduce her as Mike the handyman and yet he had to keep a firm grip on his own emotions in case she turned out to be like Erica. He never wanted to go through betrayal like that again.

      But Sophia was worth the risk. If she could surrender herself to a man she believed too irresponsible and unambitious, if she could give up her desperate need for security to find real love, then and only then would he know if she was the woman for him.
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      Sophia heard him coming down the corridor. The building was silent except for his footsteps.

      Her heart thumped in response—wham, wham, wham.

      Darn it, but she wanted him. Wanted his kisses, his hands on her skin, his body pressed against hers.

      When he was near, Mike dominated her senses, wove his spell, made her forget all about Rex and her vow to woo and win her boss.

      No matter how illogical it was, her body longed to join with Mike. The man from maintenance. The here-today, gone-tomorrow rolling stone who could promise her nothing.

      Despite all that, she still wanted him.

      Remember what happened to your mother!

      The sad tale Jannette had told her a thousand times throughout Sophia’s childhood rang with sharp clarity. She could not depend upon her heart to lead her in the right direction. If she followed her body’s basic urgings and allowed herself to make love with Mike, what then?

      Did they have a future together? What if birth control failed, and she got pregnant? Would he run out on her the way her father had abandoned her mother? Or worse, would he feel obligated to marry her? Would she and the baby be forced to live in the same sort of poverty she’d grown up in and had vowed never to bring a child into?

      Use your head, Sophia. Forget you have a heart. One of her mother’s words of warning spun through her mind. Hearts are made for breaking, heads for thinking.

      Mike’s footsteps quieted on the carpet. He carried two drink cans and paper plates.

      Sophia looked up. Her breath left her body. He was so handsome!

      She had to get out of here, run away from him before she did something stupid.

      His body filled the doorway, blocking her escape. Sophia gulped, startled at her physical reaction. Desire stole over her like a sickness. Her palms were slick with perspiration, her brow feverish. She felt dizzy, and her stomach fluttered.

      Who was this man who affected her like no other?

      Even when she tried to focus on Rex, on her boss’ his good qualities, she could not concentrate. Not while looking at Mike.

      She knew almost nothing about him save he had a reputation for partying, and he rode a motorcycle. He had a killer grin and a nonchalant way of walking that made her want to jump his bones.

      Beyond that, she did not know anything of his past. Not who his folks were, nor where he came from. She had no idea what his dreams were, his hopes, his plans for the future. If he even possessed any. She didn’t know his favorite color or his favorite food or what kind of music he enjoyed.

      Strangely enough, she knew all these things about Rex even though she didn’t know

      what he looked like in person. Over the past four months, these little details had come up in phone conversations, emails, or texts.

      Rex was the second son of Thurgood Barrington who had built Barrington Oil and Gas from nothing into a billion-dollar industry. His mother had been Mario Santiago Barrington, originally from Brazil. That was the reason Rex spoke fluent Portuguese. His mother had died fifteen years earlier of breast cancer, and her death had struck Rex and his older brother Mark a hard blow.

      In reaction, Rex had poured himself into his father’s company, opening and overseeing the South American division. His dream was to take his father’s company global and turn it into the largest oil and gas company in the world. He wanted a wife and children someday. His favorite color was red, and his favorite dish was lamb chops with mint jelly, glazed carrots, creamed new potatoes, and green beans. He enjoyed jogging, in-line skating and baseball. He was steady, reliable, and excellent in business. What more could any woman ask for?

      Chemistry.

      Just like the chemistry surging between her and Mike, right here, right now.

      “Sophia,” Mike whispered, his eyes ablaze.

      She knew he felt it, too.

      Too bad both men couldn’t be one, Sophia thought regretfully. Everything she’d ever wanted rolled into one package. Hot good looks and a steady, trustworthy man. A rebel with a solid future.

      She could not have both. Life wasn’t like that. Mike was Mike, and Rex was Rex. Although they looked alike if the photograph of Rex on the website was accurate. Both steely jawed and lean muscled. But Rex’s eyes were brown where Mike’s were green. Rex kept his light-honey-brown hair clipped short. Mike’s dark chocolate hair was longish and sexily shaggy. Even if they were of similar build, the two men were very different.

      But it was Mike gazing at her with a desire so strong, she felt as if her clothing was melting to her body under his bold stare.

      A long moment stretched into a painful silence.

      “Are you afraid of me?” Mike asked at last, still standing in the doorway clutching the drink cans and paper plates, the smell of onions and garlic wafting in the surrounding air.

      “Don’t be silly,” Sophia said, but she couldn’t look at him. Was she afraid of him? Or was she afraid of herself and the feelings that threatened to riot and overthrow her good sense? “Why would I be afraid of you?”

      He set down the drinks and plates, then shut the office door behind him. “I think you’re afraid you like me more than you like Barrington.”

      “Wfft.” She exhaled sharply. He’d nailed her.

      “Are you worried that your feelings for me could derail your life plans?”

      Yes, yes, yes.

      “Let’s eat,” Sophia chirped, wanting to derail this conversation. She reached for the pizza box.

      He placed a hand on her arm. His fingers splayed across her skin, branding her with heat.

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “No,” she denied. How could she admit her weakness to him, when she scarcely dared admit it to herself? “No, I’m not afraid of you…” She paused. “Or my feelings for you.”

      “Then kiss me, Sophia.”

      “Mike...” she began but got no further.

      He eased her into his arms gently with a firmness that took her breath. He stared into her face, gobbling her up with his moss-green eyes. “I want to kiss you again. May I kiss you again?”

      She didn’t answer, just sank against his strong, broad chest.

      His mouth swooped down on hers like a nighthawk—powerful, strong, hungry. This kiss made the one in the car seem like a grandparent’s affectionate peck on the cheek.

      Push him away! Now. Before it’s too late.

      But right now, she did not care about her reputation or restraint. She craved him like a sugar addict craved a chocolate chip cookie. Sophia melted into Mike, molding herself around his hard form, pressing as close to him as she could get.

      He groaned and clutched her tighter.

      Sophia arched her neck upward, exposing her throat to his hot mouth.

      His firm, masculine hands snatched her blouse from the waistband of her pants. He slowly, seductively unbuttoned it, his nimble fingertips grazing her bare skin.

      Singeing her in a trail of fire.

      He kept exploring, gently unhooking her bra.

      Her nipples beaded instantly against his touch. He strummed her softly with his thumbs, the sensation exquisite.

      Sophia hissed in her breath. Her pelvis ached.

      Mike buried his face in her hair. “Sophia,” he whispered. “Sophia, Sophia, Sophia.”

      Her name sounded so beautiful on his tongue. She savored the moment, committing it to memory. They kissed and kissed and kissed.

      Mike eased her backward as if they were dancing the tango until he pressed her shoulders against the wall behind her desk. His tongue plunged deep, exploring her mouth, while his hand still tenderly caressed her breasts.

      Sophia allowed him full entry, courted his deep-throated kiss.

      Day was night. Night was day. She lost all sense of time, all reason or rhyme. Nothing mattered but this moment. Nothing mattered but them. Him. His touch. His smell. His taste.

      His head descended low, then lower still. A hundred kisses fell from his lips to her chin, her neck, the hollow of her throat and beyond.

      The next thing she knew, he had dropped to his knees and was eye level with her belly.

      Sophia gasped when his tongue touched her skin. Groaning, she arched her back and splayed her palms against the cool wall.

      His tongue, hot and wet, flicked tantalizingly over her taut stomach.

      Sophia glimpsed their reflection in the window. She was writhing against the wall, her blouse hanging open, bra loose. Mike on his knees, kissing her belly.

      What would her mother say if she could see her now?

      The thought grabbed Sophia and shook her. Oh, dear, what was she doing? She had to stop this now! Before there was no turning back.

      The pleasure was too great to deny. It was as if Sophia glued herself to that wall, helpless to move or change the course of her destiny.

      Instead, she peered down at the top of Mike’s head. His hair was so thick and almost black, like a river of dark chocolate. Reaching out, she threaded her fingers through it.

      And she laughed with the joy.

      All these years, this is what she had been missing by holding herself back, remaining wary, accepting her mother’s experiences and making them her own. She had been wrong and foolish.

      Sophia closed her eyes and breathed deeply. “Oh, Rex.” She sighed. “That feels so good.”
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      As if doused with ice water, Mike stopped instantly.

      “I’m Mike.” He pulled back and staggered to his feet.

      Sophia’s eyes flew open. “Oh, Mike, I’m sorry. I...” She reached out to him, but he backed away.

      “No need to explain. I know Barrington is the one you were fantasizing about.” Mike looked wounded. “The one you really want.”

      “That’s not true!”

      “Spare me.” Mike’s face flushed. “No matter how much you want me, you can’t get past Rex Barrington.”

      Tears stung her eyes. Blindly, Sophia fumbled to close the buttons on her blouse. The only person she’d been thinking of was Mike, and yet, she’d called out Rex’s name.

      He spun on his heels and walked for the door.

      “Wait. How are you going to get home?”

      “Don’t worry about me, Sophia. I can take care of myself.”

      “Please don’t go. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      Mike didn’t look back, just flung open the door.

      To reveal Thurgood Barrington standing in the corridor, an expression of surprise etched across his face.
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      “Mike.” Thurgood nodded at them. “Sophia.”

      “H…hello….m…Mr. Barrington, sir.” she stammered.

      Mike didn’t move.

      Or speak.

      “I heard noises,” Mr. Barrington said. “I didn’t realize you were here late, Sophia.” He glanced at his watch and frowned. “That son of mine isn’t working you too hard, is he?”

      “No, sir.” She blushed, ashamed at him catching her alone with Mike. After hours. With her office door closed.

      Mike squirmed and studied the floor. Sophia couldn’t blame him. As disheveled as they both looked, their appearance left little doubt about what they’d been up to.

      “You’re working late as well, Mike?”

      Was it her imagination or was Mr. Barrington struggling hard not to grin? Was he amused? That surprised her.

      “No, sir. I’m off the clock. Sophia is giving me a lift home,” Mike said.

      “Why don’t you call it a day, Sophia?” Thurgood suggested. “The work will still be here tomorrow.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Have a good night.” He smiled.

      “Good night,” she and Mike mumbled in unison.

      “That,” Mike said, once Thurgood was out of hearing distance, “was a close call. If he’d come into the room when we were kissing…”

      “Too close for comfort.” Sophia exhaled audibly. Her hands trembled as she ran them through her hair, fighting to smooth her errant curls. “Listen, Mike, about what happened earlier, I’m sorry I slipped and called you Rex.”

      He shrugged. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “No, seriously, I apologize. What can I do to make it up to you?”

      “Do you really want to make it up to me?” He cast her a sidelong glance.

      Sophia cleared her throat. “Er...what do you have in mind?”

      “Go with me to the company picnic.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not? Because Rex will be there?” His tone was sarcastic.

      “Where did you hear Rex would be there?”

      “No one notices the handyman. People talk.”

      Sophia stared at him. Could Mike have eavesdropped on her conversation with Rex?

      “I’m going home,” she said, getting her purse from the bottom of her desk. “Call yourself an Uber.”

      With that, she turned and stalked out the door.
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      Mike couldn’t sleep. His condo felt claustrophobic, as if the walls were closing in on him.

      His body was hot, fevered with the memory of Sophia’s kisses. She’d felt so good in his arms.

      So right.

      If it was so right, why was he lying here alone?

      She’d been angry with him, and he wasn’t sure why.

      He flopped over on his side and stared at the digital clock on the dresser. Ten p.m. A long time until dawn.

      He regretted this whole undercover boss deception. It had gotten out of hand. He was feeling things for Sophia. Deep, meaningful things that went well beyond sexual attraction. But she was too busy pining for Rex the rich guy to bother with handyman Mike.

      A memory floated to him out of the darkness and wrapped painfully around his heart.

      Erica.

      She’d been a blonde like Sophia and beautiful, too. But with a conniving heart of solid granite. He’d met her in his rebellious youth, when he’d temporarily dropped out of college to “find himself.”

      He’d been traveling the country on his motorcycle, doing the whole born-to-be-wild thing. An unforgettable adventure, where he’d just been a regular person, not a billionaire’s son.

      People had accepted him for himself, and he’d let his guard slip. Then he’d met Erica,

      accidentally bumping into her on the ski slopes in Park City, Utah, and sending her toppling into a snowbank.

      At least he’d believed their meeting was accidental. He’d even joked about how fate had smiled on him that day, delivering an angel into his arms.

      It was only later, after he had fallen in love with her Erica, that Mike had discovered she carefully orchestrated the meeting and that fall.

      She’d known who he was all along. And Erica wasn’t the angel she pretended to be, either. Rather the opposite.

      He’d been young and dumb. He’d thought himself head over heels for Erica. They’d even planned their wedding. He’d told her who he was by then, and she’d acted surprised but pleased, and then one day he’d overheard her on the phone talking to her mother. She’d been gloating over getting the heir to a billion-dollar company to propose to her. She laughed and called him a silly fool.

      On the spot, he broke off their engagement. When his mother died, Erica came to the funeral on the arm of a famous billionaire three times her age. She’d shown up not to comfort

      Rex on the loss of his mother, but to flaunt her new husband. He’d felt sorry for the billionaire who looked a bit embarrassed by the whole thing.

      Following his mother’s death, he had put the Harley in storage, mended fences with his father, went back to school, and pitched himself into the business with a fevered vengeance. If money was what everyone valued, by God, he’d show them money.

      Rex gritted his teeth and shoved the memory to the back of his mind. Erica had taught him an important lesson about letting his heart lead his head. And mostly, he’d learned his lesson well, keeping himself out of romantic complications.

      Until now.

      Until Sophia.

      She isn’t like Erica. She’s different. Sophia is warm and friendly. Kind and understanding. She’s honest and open with no hidden agenda.

      He was the one perpetrating a deception.

      But like Erica, Sophia wanted to marry a rich man. Except Sophia hadn’t kept her motives a secret. She’d made it clear from the start that security was the most important thing in life. After seeing how she lived, Mike could understand her position.

      He’d give her a chance.

      But hadn’t he already? More than once. Sophia had turned down his invitation to the picnic because she knew Rex would be there.

      Wasn’t that proof enough she wasn’t right for him?

      No. Because for a few minutes tonight, when they were alone in her office, Sophia had completely forgotten about her boss. For a few minutes of pure bliss, she had belonged to Mike, mind, body, and soul.

      Her gorgeous body had come alive at his touch, opening like a flower bud to a gentle spring shower. She wanted him. Needed him. Lusted after him. He’d tasted passion on her tongue, smelled desire on her skin.

      Mike groaned. He got hard just thinking about her.

      So was he going to lay here all night, fighting sleep, or was he going to get up and do something about it?

      Frustration had him flinging back the covers and sinking his feet into the carpet. He had to shake Sophia from his head. Had to regain his perspective on this relationship and where it might be leading. He knew only one cure for emotional craziness.

      The Harley.

      He had to ride.
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      “Polly,” Sophia said into her cell phone. She lay on her stomach in the middle of her bed, clothed in pajamas. She rotated her legs in the air. It was ten thirty, and her mother had already gone to bed.

      “I desperately need another opinion. Amber thinks I should give Mike a chance. My mother believes I should keep my sights fixed firmly on Rex. Sienna told me to forget them both and start living it up. I’m so confused!”

      “What does your heart tell you?” Polly said.

      “I don’t know,” Sophia whispered. Polly was such a centered person, with a calm inner strength that Sophia admired. If Polly couldn’t help her get a handle on this situation, no one could.

      “Then get quiet and listen.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Sophia protested.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “How do I ‘get quiet and listen’?”

      “Take a few deep breaths, relax, lay still.”

      “What next?”

      “Think about what it is you really want,” Polly coached.

      “Okay.”

      “Do it right now.”

      “All right.”

      Polly waited a few minutes while Sophia took long, slow deep breaths and tried to listen, but she didn’t hear a thing beyond Shu-Shu scratching in her litter box.

      “Better?” Polly asked.

      Not wanting to disappoint her friend, Sophia said. “Uh…I think so.”

      “Great, keep that up until you fall asleep. I’ll see you at work tomorrow,” her friend said.

      “Good night, Polly. Thanks for listening.”

      “Anytime.”

      Sophia switched off her phone and put it on the charger. She turned off the bedside lamp and lay spread-eagle across the bedspread. She tried the deep breathing again, but she wasn’t getting anywhere.

      “Relax,” she silently chanted with each breath.

      Before she knew it, she was floating on an invisible cloud. She closed her eyes, and in her mind, she saw Mike. Her heartbeat quickened.

      He smiled at her.

      Then poof, he morphed into Rex.

      Who did she want? Mike with his ready grin, sexy body, and fun personality or Rex with his good business sense, sensuous phone voice, and strong work ethic?

      Listen to your heart, a voice in the back of her mind whispered.

      What did she want?

      It wasn’t money she craved. Not really. Rather it was knowing she’d never have to struggle for money. She didn’t care if Mike was rich or not. What she wanted was a man she could count on. A man she could trust. One that wouldn’t abandon her the way her father had. One who wouldn’t lie to her.

      As long as Mike could take responsibility and stop playing Peter Pan, he was the one she truly wanted.

      But she couldn’t bank on him changing for her.

      Still, he stirred something deep and primordial within her. It felt right when she was with him, but could she truly trust her feelings?

      “Sophia?” Her mother called out in the darkness.

      Sighing, Sophia opened her eyes and got off the bed. She padded into her mother’s bedroom, guided by the nightlight. She found Jannette sitting up in bed, her hair in disarray. “Are you all right?”

      “I had a bad dream.”

      Sophia slipped between the covers and curled up next to her mother. “What was it about?”

      “I dreamed you left me.”

      “Mother, I’ll never leave you.”

      “You will get married someday.” Her mother squeezed Sophia’s hand. “I’m scared.”

      “Shh. Even if I get married, I’ll still be around.”

      “Will you?” Jannette sounded like a lost child.

      “Of course.”

      “What if you ran off with that Mike character?”

      “Oh, Mother.”

      “You like him. I can tell.”

      “Yes,” Sophia admitted. “I like him.”

      “He’s no good for you,” her mother whispered. “He’ll only get you into trouble. I know about lust. I know what can happen.”

      “Mom, we’ve had this discussion a million times.”

      “You were with him tonight, weren’t you? That’s why you were late coming home.”

      Sophia was tempted to deny it, but she didn’t like lying to her mother. Jannette had always taught her that honesty was the best policy, and that advice rarely steered her wrong. “Yes.”

      “I knew it!”

      “Relax, Mom. I can handle Mike.”

      Her mother clutched the tail of Sophia’s pajama top in her hand. “How can I relax? I need you to understand how important it is that you don’t let the wrong guy ruin your life. I thought I loved your father. I thought he loved me. But it was just sex! For him at least. I rebelled against my parents because they told me I couldn’t date him. I thought I knew best. I was wrong.”

      “That was so long ago.”

      “Almost thirty years. But when your father left me, I found out he was already married! He lied to me. Then he told me to have an abortion! Can you believe that? Later, when I heard he was killed in a car crash, I couldn’t even mourn. My parents were so ashamed that I’d gotten pregnant—it was a bigger deal in those days to have a baby out of wedlock—they sent me away. I didn’t blame them. I had been such a silly little fool, following my heart, believing the words of a liar.”

      “But things were different for you, Mom. You were only sixteen. A child.”

      “Maybe I was too young to have a baby, but I kept you and I raised you on my own. I worked two jobs to survive. I cut coupons; I traded baby-sitting services with my friends. I made do with what I had, but it was hard, Sophia. So very hard.”

      “But you did a wonderful job.” Sophia gently kissed her mother’s cheek. And she had. Jannette was a loving parent, if sometimes misguided.

      The truly sad part was that her mother had never forgiven her father. She’d never gotten past the old hurt and anger. She refused to let herself care about any man, ever again. She’d allowed resentment to build inside her to where she developed high blood pressure.

      Jannette had never spent money on herself, always putting Sophia’s needs first. She didn’t go to the doctor even when the headaches had gotten progressively worse.

      Then, at age thirty-seven, Jannette had suffered a devastating stroke so severe, it rendered her left arm and leg permanently crippled.

      “Please, baby,” her mother begged. “Please don’t let Mike fool you. You like him too much. I can see it in your face. It’s the same way I felt about your father.”

      Was it true? Was she that easy to read?

      “Shh.” Sophia gathered her mother into her arms and gently rocked her back and forth like a child. “It’s all right. I’m always here for you, just like you were always there for me. Now close your eyes and just rest.”

      Several minutes passed. Jannette’s breathing deepened. Finally, Sophia slipped out from under the covers. She thought she heard a noise outside the house. Like the idling of a motorcycle engine.

      Curious, Sophia returned to her room, plucked her bathrobe from a hook in the closet, and went to the living room window. She raised the curtain and peered out.

      Moonlight bathed the street in a soft glow, but the road lay empty. No cars. No motorcycles. She must have imagined it.

      Sophia dropped the curtain and moved to unlatch the front door. She stepped out onto the porch. A slight breeze blew. She cinched the belt of her robe tighter, inhaling the scent of lemons in the air from the lemon trees.

      Crickets chirped from the cholla garden. Moths circled the street lamp, hungry for the flame. In the distance, a dog barked. Shu-Shu rubbed against her leg. Bending, Sophia picked up the cat and held her to her chest. In moments like this, she could forget how run down her neighborhood was.

      An ugly reminder from her childhood flashed through Sophia’s mind, resurrecting an old hurt. She had been nine years old and in the fourth grade when the most popular girl in school, Alice Anne Aubrey, had announced in class that everyone was invited to her birthday party. Sophia had been so happy and excited. Jannette had driven across town to Walmart to buy a gift for Alice Anne.

      Sophia had insisted on a special edition Barbie doll even though it was out of their budget. But she had wanted so badly to be Alice Anne’s friend that her mother had said if they eat peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for dinner for a week, she could buy the Barbie.

      They’d wrapped the doll in brightly colored paper, and her mother dyed one of Sophia’s old dresses so that it would look new for the party.

      For the first time in her life, a popular kid invited her to an event. She’d been so nervous, so eager to do everything right.

      The appointed day arrived, and Jannette drove her to the Aubreys’ house in Windover Heights, an exclusive area in Rascal. To Sophia, the house was a mansion with a swimming pool and a tennis court. Brightly colored balloons and streamers decorated the driveway.

      Sophia walked up the stone pathway, the gift clutched in her hand, her heart thudding with anticipation. Perhaps now Alice Anne would be nice to her and stop pulling her hair on the playground. Nervously, she rang the doorbell.

      Alice Anne answered the door wearing a beautiful white lace and pink satin party dress, her usual entourage assembled around her.

      “What are you doing here?” Alice Anne sniffed, curling up her nose with disdain.

      Sophia extended the gift and offered a smile. “I’m coming to your party.”

      “No one invited you.” Alice Anne sneered.

      Sophia gulped back tears. Her knees felt watery. “But…but…you got up in front of the whole class and said everyone was invited.”

      “Everyone except bastards.”

      “But I brought you a present,” Sophia whispered, the awful word Alice Anne had uttered cutting her like a knife. “A really nice present.”

      “You don’t belong here,” Alice Anne said, roughly snatching the present away from her. “Go away.”

      “Why?” Sophia had cried. “Why don’t I belong?”

      “Look at you.” Alice Anne swept a disdainful hand at Sophia’s homemade dress. “You look like a ragpicker.”

      “Ragpicker, ragpicker,” the other children behind Alice Anne chorused.

      “And you don’t even have a daddy. I bet you were so ugly when you were born, your daddy ran off and left you for the crows to pluck your eyes out.”

      “No!” Sophia cried.

      “But even the crows wouldn’t peck you.” Alice Anne giggled.

      “Yeah,” the other children jeered. “Even the crows wouldn’t peck you.”

      Tears streaming down her face, Sophia fled down the steps and ran, the children’s derisive laughter ringing in her ears. She’d gone back to the road and sat there for two hours waiting for Jannette to return to pick her up.

      It had been the most humiliating event in Sophia’s young life. She was a bastard. That meant she didn’t have a daddy. She stuck her thumb in her mouth and sucked, vowing when she had kids, she would make sure they had a daddy, so no one could ever make fun of them. A rich daddy who would buy them all the Barbies they wanted, and they would never ever have to eat peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for dinner.

      “This,” Jannette had said, afterward, trying her best to console Sophia, “is why you must never ever let a boy talk you into his bed until you’re married. Do you understand?”

      Sophia nodded.

      “Your father lied to me. He made promises he couldn’t keep, and then he left us.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” Jannette had said bitterly.

      “Did he think I was ugly?”

      “Oh, sweetie, he never even saw you. You’re not to blame. Not at all. But you must promise me one thing, Sophia.”

      “What thing, Mama?”

      “When you grow up, you must marry a rich man who can take care of you. If you marry a man with lots of money, people like Alice Anne Aubrey won’t make fun of you anymore. You will have a big house of your own, and you can throw all the lavish birthday parties you want. Promise me that, Sophia.”

      “I promise, Mommy.”

      Shu-Shu meowed to get down, and the memory slid away. Tears dampened the corner of her eyes, and she brushed them away. The sound of a motorcycle engine rumbled close by.

      She glanced across the road.

      A Harley-Davidson pulled to a stop outside her front gate.

      Sophia held her breath. Stared.

      It was Mike.

      Their gazes met. Held.

      Her heart slowed curiously.

      He looked like a black knight on a black charger sitting there in the moonlight, enticing her to come play, to be a bad girl.

      No. Not now. Not ever.

      Sophia.

      He never opened his mouth, and yet he called to her, his eyes beseeching her to cross the yard and join him. She could hear him mentally beckoning her.

      She could not. She would not go to him. She owed it to herself, to her mother, and to the child she once had been to never lose sight of her goals. She wouldn’t allow the lust to destroy her. She would marry a man who could provide her with all the things she never had.

      One way or the other, she would win Rex’s heart. She simply could not allow Mike, with his sexy smile and irresponsible ways, to sway her. Gulping against the pain tightening her chest, Sophia turned her back on him and disappeared inside the house.
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      Why had he gone to Sophia’s house? What had he hoped to gain from appearing outside her gate at midnight? Had he secretly fantasized that, overjoyed to see him, Sophia would fling her body on the back of his motorcycle and tell him to ride like the wind?

      Had he imagined a repeat performance of what had happened between them in her office? Had he been hoping, at least in some small corner of his heart, that she would declare her undying love and renounce her infatuation with Rex?

      No. His motivation had been much simpler than that.

      He’d been unable to stop himself from going to her. She’d dominated his mind, eclipsed his good sense, shattered his self-control.

      Helplessly, Mike had been drawn to Sophia’s house. It was as if Cupid himself had spirited the Harley to Sand Mesa Heights.

      But obviously Cupid was on a futile mission. Sophia was not interested in pursuing him.

      He knew she’d seen him. No mistaking it. When he’d driven up to find her standing on the porch staring at him, his pulse had thudded in his throat, excited by the sight of her in those thin white cotton pajamas and robe.

      For one magical instant, Mike had believed that she would walk up the stone path, push open the gate, and step out into the street.

      He’d held his breath.

      Their eyes had met.

      Then Sophia had made a conscious decision. She’d purposefully turned her back on him and walked away.

      Not one word of greeting, not a wave, not a smile. Instead, she’d offered a cold shoulder.

      He hadn’t mistaken the message. His stomach snarled into a knot more tangled than the deception he’d been weaving since he went undercover in his own company as Mike the handyman.

      How could he hold Sophia accountable? He’d gotten himself into this fix.

      Sighing, Mike drove up the driveway of the small townhouse he’d rented as part of his handyman deception. He depressed the button on his garage door opener and then rolled the motorcycle inside. He had no choice. If he wanted to find out what was truly in Sophia’s heart, he had to step back and give her breathing room. To withdraw and give her time to think things through. Mike could be patient.

      He had all the time in the world.
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      During the next week, Mike never mentioned his midnight motorcycle ride to her house. Nor did he speak of the sizzling kisses they’d shared in her office.

      In fact, he barely spoke to her at all. If he passed her in the hallway or saw her in the break room, he mumbled a brief hello and left as quickly as possible.

      Good, Sophia thought to herself. He was giving her space. Very good.

      If it was so good, why did she feel so crummy?

      Mike had gotten the hint she wasn’t interested. But was that the truth?

      Sophia stared out her window at desert stretching about into the oil fields beyond the town and drew in a sharp breath. Absentmindedly, she tapped a pencil against her desk. It was for the best. Her mother did not want her involved with Mike.

      What do you want, Sophia? A voice whispered at the back of her head.

      She shoved the voice aside. Concentrate on your boss. Rex would arrive in Rascal by the end of the month. She was so excited to meet him in person.

      Strangely enough, her boss hadn’t called or texted or even emailed since last Friday, the same day she’d kissed Mike. It was as if both men were avoiding her.

      A nagging thought kept digging at her. What if Rex wasn’t attracted to her once they met? Or what if it turned out that she wasn’t physically attracted to him?

      Before her close encounter of the erotic kind with Mike the handyman, Sophia would have dismissed sexual compatibility as unimportant.

      But since last Friday, when Mike’s gentle hands and hot mouth had taught her the true meaning of arousal, she could no longer deny that chemistry was an essential ingredient.

      Amber was right.

      Now that Sophia had gotten a taste of it, there was no going back. Her list of necessary requirements for a husband was growing longer and more difficult to fulfill.

      But she refused to give up hope. In every other way, Rex was the perfect man. She’d know soon enough if they could pass the sexual compatibility hurdle.

      Sophia flipped her desk calendar over and marked through today’s date. Ten more days until the company picnic. Ten more days before Rex came home. Ten more days until she knew for sure. Could he make her feel as sexy as Mike did?

      In the meantime, she was grateful that Mike avoided her. It made things so much easier.

      The phone rang.

      Sighing, Sophia reached for it. “Rex Barrington’s office. Sophia Shepherd speaking. How may I help you?”

      The deep chuckle on the other end of the line set her heart thumping.

      “You sound awfully serious this morning. Is something wrong, Sophia?”

      “Mr. Barrington,” she exclaimed.

      “Wait, a minute. What did you just call me?”

      “Rex.” She grinned and felt her cheeks heat.

      “I’m calling to bring you up to speed on the Rodrigo site. Are you ready to take notes?”

      “Ready,” Sophia assured him, amazed at how quickly her gloomy mood lifted.

      He launched into the details of their latest geological find in Brazil while she furiously took notes. They conducted business for several minutes, then when she sensed a lull in the conversation, she broached the question that had been on her mind all week.

      “Have you cemented your plans for the company picnic? Are you still planning to be here by next Saturday?”

      “Got the plane tickets.”

      “Do you?” She inhaled sharply. “Really?”

      “Really.” He chuckled again. The sound heated her bones, melted her heart.

      “Are you coming to meet everyone at the office before the picnic?” she asked.

      “No time. My plane doesn’t get in until late Friday night.”

      “But,” Sophia protested, “I won’t know what you look like in person.”

      “I’ll still be a mystery then.” He sounded pleased by that.

      “How will I recognize you?”

      “I’ll wear blue shorts and a white T-shirt,” he said.

      “Okay. I’ll be watching for you.”

      “You’re not eager to meet me in person, are you? You sound anxious.”

      “A little,” she confessed. “And nervous, too.”

      “There’s nothing to be nervous about. Unless you’re hiding something from me. Are you hiding something from me, Sophia?” His voice deepened, but he sounded amused.

      Sophia’s laugh was shaky. “What would I be hiding from you?”

      “Everyone has a few skeletons in their closet.”

      “Not everyone,” she said. Mike was not a skeleton. They had done nothing more than serious necking. She wasn’t in a romantic relationship with Rex. She owed him no explanation. Had nothing to confess. “Do you have skeletons, Mr. Barrington?”

      “You bet I do,” he whispered huskily, then rang off without another word.
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      Rex hung up the phone. He got to his feet, folded his arms across his chest, and walked over to the floor-length windows of his father’s executive office. He stared out at the parking lot beyond.

      Soon, this would be his office, his domain when his father retired, but for now, it still belonged to Thurgood, who was, at this very moment, leaning back in his swivel leather chair, studying Rex with a hard eye.

      “What do you think is the best way to go about revealing my identity to the employees?” Mike asked.

      “Call a meeting and I’ll introduce you. But I’ll warn you now, Rex, this will not be easy. The employees know you as Mike the handyman. Don’t be surprised if they resent you for spying on them.”

      “Dad, it had to be done. If I hadn’t gone undercover to study how the company works, I would never have discovered that my former assistant was selling company secrets to the competition or that Peter Randall in the stockroom had been stealing us blind for years.”

      “Your charade served its purpose,” Thurgood said, “but I can’t help wondering if it will not cost you more in the long run.”

      “What do you mean?” Rex asked sharply.

      “The price of goodwill. By hiding your identity and circulating among the employees without their knowledge, they will feel like they can’t trust you.”

      “Ha! I’m the one who can’t trust them.”

      “I realize that,” Thurgood said. “And it’s your shortcoming, not theirs.”

      Rex frowned and stared at his father. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’ve got a problem with trust, son.”

      “I wonder why that is,” Rex said, unable to keep the sarcasm from his voice.

      A pained expression crossed his father’s face. “I know I wasn’t usually there for you when you were growing up, and I’ll sorely regret it. But you’ve got to let go of the past. I’ve tried to make amends. Inability to trust will keep you from becoming a truly great leader. You need to delegate more. You can’t do everything yourself.”

      “You’re right,” Rex admitted.

      “I know I’m partly to blame. We rose up the social ladder so quickly. I know there were a lot of kids who pretended to be your friend because of who your father was. You never knew who you could trust. I know that bothered you more than your brother. I also know that Erica made things worse. But you can’t go around suspecting everyone all the time. Sometimes you’ve simply got to trust people.”

      “There is absolutely nothing wrong with questioning motives, Dad. Everyone, no matter how nice, has a hidden agenda. Some might say you go to the opposite extreme, that you want people to like you so much that you’ll turn a deaf ear to a bad situation.”

      Anger flared in his father’s dark-brown eyes. “I’ve learned a few things over the years about human nature, son, things they don’t teach you in Harvard Business School. It’s important to trust people until they give you a reason not to.”

      Rex sighed. It wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation. But if he were honest with himself, he’d admit that over the course of the past few months spent as Mike the handyman, he’d enjoyed being more spontaneous and carefree.

      As Mike, he knew that people liked him for himself. Rex Barrington didn’t have that luxury.

      “Dad, it’s one thing to put your faith in your employees, but it’s something else to be so trusting that you allow them to rip you off.”

      “Maybe so.” His father shrugged. “But in just a few weeks, the problem is all yours. I will relax on the beach in Maui.”

      “You’ve earned it.”

      “What about Sophia?” his father asked. “When are you going to tell her who you are? You can’t just come to work one day and let her find Mike the handyman sitting in her boss’ office.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You’ve got to tell her privately.”

      Rex blew out his breath. It would not be easy. “I know.”

      “A boss and his secretary have a special relationship,” Rex said. “One that’s built on mutual trust. Don’t be surprised if Sophia feels more betrayed by your ruse than everyone else.”

      “Why should she feel betrayed? I’m the one she’s been plotting to marry.”

      “Don’t judge her too harshly, Rex. Working in proximity with someone can create intimate feelings. Even Mildred and I…” He trailed off.

      Rex’s mouth dropped open. “You and Mildred? Really? You guys are an item?”

      “Are you honestly surprised?” Amusement lit up his father’s face. “Mildred’s been my anchor ever since your mother died. I don’t know what I would have done without her.”

      “Still, I never thought...”

      “What’s the matter? You think you young folks have a patent on love?” His father grinned.

      “I think it’s great, Dad. I love Mildred. Congratulations.” Rex strode across the room to pump his father’s hand. “You deserve all the happiness in the world.”

      “So do you, son.” His father’s face sobered. “That’s why I’ve been lecturing you about trust. Until you can learn to trust people, you will have a hard time finding real happiness.”

      He wanted to find love and get married. But he was afraid. Afraid of loving and not being loved in return. Afraid of losing that love once he found it, like his father had lost his mother. Afraid to trust, to let down his guard.

      And the woman he wanted so desperately was the one female he simply could not trust.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “You look nice,” Sophia’s mother said.

      They were driving along the highway, headed west toward Rascal Lake.

      “Thanks.”

      Sophia dressed in a blue denim skirt and a white cotton blouse. She had planned her clothing to mimic the outfit Rex said he’d wear. Sophia had heard some psychologist on a podcast say that couples who dressed alike created a relationship synergy. She didn’t know if it was true or not, but what could it hurt?

      She donned blue Vans that matched her skirt and short white socks with pompoms at the back. She ironed her hair flat and pulled it into a low ponytail. A thin gold chain adorned her neck and two gold studs nestled in her earlobes. She thought she struck just the right note between chic, sporty, and modest.

      “I’m so excited I will finally get to meet your boss,” her mother said.

      “Me, too.” Sophia had dreamed of this moment for months. How would he react? Would he hug her? Shake her hand? Would he smile sexily and flirt a little? Or was he more reserved?

      The official invitation to the annual end-of-the-summer fling encouraged employees to bring family members along. Sophia didn’t know whether having Jannette there would make things better or worse, but after seeing the excitement in her mother’s eyes over the outing, she was glad her mother had come along.

      “I’m also happy you broke things off with Mike,” her mother said.

      But she hadn’t broken things off with Mike. He’d broken things off with her.

      Or so Sophia supposed.

      A strange ache lodged in her belly. He’d stopped hanging around her office and barely mumbled a greeting whenever he saw her.

      “Let’s not talk about Mike, okay?”

      Jannette nodded and reached over to pat Sophia’s hand. “It’s for the best, honey. He wasn’t the man for you.”

      But how did her mother know that? Just because she’d had a bad experience with men didn’t mean they were all like Sophia’s father. Mike had so many good qualities. He was fun and optimistic. He had a positive attitude, and people really liked him. The truth was, she missed him.

      Forget Mike, Sophia. You will see Rex today—the man of your dreams.

      How would Mike act at the picnic? she worried. Would he get jealous?

      Sophia turned off the highway at the exit marked Casa Del Sol Ranch owned by Thurgood Barrington.

      A caravan of cars proceeded down the road in front of them. They arrived at the mansion a few minutes later, and an attendant guided them to park in a field roped off as a parking area. She spotted Amber and her fiancé Heath as they drove by, and they waved.

      “I can’t believe Amber came,” Sophia said as she helped her mother from the car and into her wheelchair. "She’s due to deliver that baby in just over a week.”

      Jannette sucked in her breath. “She should be careful! First babies are often early. Just like you were.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine.” Sophia cast a worried glance over her shoulder. Heath and Amber were slowly making their way toward them.

      Sophia waited on her friends, then the four of them chatted on the way to the entrance.

      Heath was so solicitous of his wife. He took her hand with one arm and gently led her across the parking area. Longing stabbed through Sophia. Would she ever have a man like that? A baby to call her own?

      Thurgood Barrington and Mildred Van Hess stood at the gate, greeting the employees and their families as they arrived. Sophia wanted to ask Thurgood if he’d heard from his son, but she was too shy to say anything in front of everyone.

      Cowboy ranch hands welcomed them with “Howdy” and herded the guests toward the activities. A large white banner with red lettering proclaimed Barrington Oil and Gas Goodbye to Summer Picnic.

      A large guitar-shaped pool beckoned swimmers. The corrals displayed a variety of horses already saddled for interested riders. Concession stands offered a wide selection of beverages from soft drinks to lemonade to specialty beers and wine. Five barbecue grills sizzled with hamburgers, hot dogs, chicken, and fish. Bowls of salads, pasta, and fresh fruit lay over a bed of crushed ice on trestle tables.

      Heath found an empty table under a brightly colored awning and guided them over. He helped Amber sit down while Sophia set the parking brake on Jannette’s wheelchair. Sophia took a seat where she could watch the front entrance for Rex’s appearance.

      “I’ll go get drinks,” Heath said and took their orders.

      “He’s such a great guy,” Sophia said to Amber who sighed dreamily as they watched Heath make his way to the concession stand.

      Amber smiled demurely and wrapped her hands around her tummy. “I like to think so.”

      “Hello, ladies.” They looked up to see Amber’s old boss, Stanley Whitcomb, standing beside their table.

      Amber’s face brightened. “Stanley. Sit down. You know Sophia, of course. And this is her mother, Jannette.”

      “Hello, Jannette.” Stanley sat down next to her mother and beamed. To Sophia’s surprise, Jannette smiled back.

      Before she knew it, her mother and Stanley chattered like old friends.

      “So,” Amber whispered in her ear. “How are things with Mike?”

      Sophia took a deep breath. “That has cooled down.”

      “Oh.” Amber looked disappointed. “That’s a shame.”

      “No.” Sophia shook her head. “Not really. Rex is coming to the picnic.”

      “Rex Barrington?”

      Sophia nodded. “I’m so nervous.”

      “But what about Mike?”

      “What about him?” Sophia wished her friend would stop bringing up Mike’s name.

      “What cooled things off?”

      A hot necking session.

      “Let’s not talk about Mike, okay?”

      “Why not? Because you still care about him?” Amber sent her a knowing expression.

      “No.”

      “You can tell me the truth. I won’t judge.”

      “I’m telling you the truth.”

      “Then why is Mike standing over there staring at you as if you were made of spun sugar?”

      “What?” Alarmed, Sophia’s eyes followed Amber’s gaze.

      Sure enough, there Mike was, lounging around a split-rail fence, his eyes devouring her. She did not expect her skin to catch fire, but it did.

      Their gazes met briefly, but she couldn’t hold his stare. Her chest suddenly went tight, and her head swam. She had to get out of here.

      Now.
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      Sophia glanced over to find Jannette’s attention focused on Stanley Whitcomb.

      Knowing she was taking a chance on missing Rex’s entrance, Sophia turned to Amber. “If my mother asks, I went to the bathroom.”

      “Are you all right?” Amber asked.

      “I will be.” Once I get away from Mike.

      Head down, Sophia hustled away. Where were the restrooms? she wondered, desperate for a cool damp towel and a place to hide out from Mike. She rounded the corner of the building, paused, and caught her breath.

      Briefly she closed her eyes.

      Calm down, Sophia. You see Mike every day at the office. What’s the big deal?

      Yes, but at the office he was fully clothed. Here, Mike wore tight blue shorts and the top two buttons on his white polo shirt were undone, revealing more of his masculine chest than she cared to see. His legs were long, tan, and very muscular. Just as she had imagined they would be.

      And his tush!

      Well, somewhere there were angels singing Hallelujah over this man. To see her midnight fantasies brought to life was rather overwhelming.

      “Morning, Sophia.”

      That voice! So warm and deep. Just like Rex Barrington’s. Was he here?

      Startled, her eyes flew open, and her heart dropped to her feet.

      Mike.

      Standing inches away. A grin on his face, one arm draped casually against the side of the building. There was something primitive about him, something elementally male.

      “Hello, Mike,” she croaked.

      He took a step toward her, and she forced herself not to slink backward, away from his heat. She could handle this.

      “I’ve been thinking about you,” he said. “A lot.”

      “Mike...I...”

      “I can’t forget what happened in your office that Friday night. Lord knows I’ve tried. I’ve kept my distance. I know I’m not what you want in a man.”

      Oh, but he was! He was!

      Therein lay the problem.

      Mike was all wrong for her, but Sophia wanted him. More than she could express. Her lower abdomen ached with longing whenever she looked at him. Her breast felt heavy as she remembered his frisky tongue. Her thighs burned with the thought of having him between them. She felt dizzy, wild, out of control.

      He reached over and gently brushed a lock of hair from her forehead. Sophia gulped against those red-hot fingertips.

      “I’ve got something to tell you,” he said huskily.

      A spike of desire drove straight through her. “Yes?” she whispered.

      He gazed into her eyes.

      Sophia was shocked at what she read in those green depths. Could Mike the handyman be in love with her? She shivered. No. It couldn’t be. Not Mike. He could never settle down to one woman, one city, one life.

      Could he?

      They stood staring at each other, enrapt.

      “What?” Sophia asked. “What did you want to tell me?”

      Was he going to propose? What on earth would she say if he did? And if he did, what would she do about Rex?

      “I’m quitting my job.”

      Sophia stared, not absorbing what he’d said. “Huh?”

      He nodded. “I’m leaving Phoenix.”

      “Why?”

      Mike shrugged. “I can’t keep working at Barrington Oil and Gas, caring about you the way I do, knowing you’re in love with your boss, knowing there’s no chance for me.”

      “You can’t leave because of me. You like your job.” She reached out to squeeze his hand. “Please reconsider.”

      “There are other jobs.” He gave a wry smile. “But there’s no one like you, Sophia.”

      How foolish she was to let him walk away from her because he was not successful in the traditional sense of the word. How shallow for her to see money as the bottom line. What mattered was how they felt about one another, and how he treated her.

      Right?

      “When are you leaving?” she asked, feeling as if she’d just had a rug pulled out from under her.

      “I’m giving my two-week notice on Monday.”

      “So soon?”

      “I’ll miss you.” His voice and eyes darkened.

      “I’ll miss you, too.” She said it lightly, as if she didn’t really care, but she did! She cared so much. Too much. It felt as if she’d just caught a bullet with her chest.

      He jammed his hands into his front pockets. “I wanted you to be the first to know.”

      “You haven’t told your boss yet?”

      “No.”

      She took a breath so long and deep, it rippled through her body. “Mike?”

      “Yes?”

      “Kiss me.”

      Why was she asking him to kiss her when she should say, Congratulations, have a good life? I wish you all the best.

      “What?”

      “Kiss me.”

      Mike pulled her to his chest and wrapped his arms around her. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m certain.”

      But the minute his lips grazed hers, Sophia realized she was in too deep. She was lost.

      “Oh, Mike,” Sophia whispered, then helplessly succumbed.
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      Mike hadn’t intended for things to play out this way.

      Last night, lying in bed thinking about Sophia, he’d promised himself he would tell her the truth. That he was Rex Barrington, the man she’d been scheming to marry. Instead, without even knowing he would say it, he’d told her he was quitting his job and leaving Rascal.

      Why?

      For this.

      His mouth moved against her heated lips, soaking up her essence, reveling in the woman that was Sophia Shepherd. She intoxicated him with her clean, fresh floral scent. Her full lips drove him crazy. The smooth curve of her thigh against his leg had Mike battling for self-control.

      What he wouldn’t give to slip off to the lake with Sophia and make love on the beach, their bodies sinking into the sand, the sun warming their skin, the water lapping rhythmically against the shore as they loved each other in harmony with nature.

      Mike forgot they were at his father’s ranch with a hundred coworkers and Sophia’s mother. He forgot everything, even his own name. It didn’t matter if he was Mike the handyman or Rex Barrington, oil executive. All that mattered was Sophia.

      Sophia.

      In his arms, in his mind, in his heart.

      Always in his heart.

      She tasted like summer. Sultry, tempting, dangerous. Her kisses were an exotic blend of innocence and desire.

      Since that night two weeks ago when they’d lost their heads in her office, Mike could think of little else. And now here they were, spinning out of control again, wrapped in each other’s arms.

      His need for so much more than kisses finally broke through his fog. No matter how much he might wish it, he couldn’t have her. Not here. Not now. This was a public place, but much more than that, he could not take Sophia to bed until she knew the truth about him and forgave him for his deception.

      Purposefully, he grasped her shoulders in both his hands and broke their kiss.

      He cupped her chin in his palm and raised her face to meet his. Her blue eyes were misty with desire, and it took every ounce of strength he possessed not to kiss her again.

      She wanted him. He had no doubts about that. But physical lust was one thing, love was another. Could Sophia admit she loved him as Mike? Could she let her heart lead her into his arms forever?

      “Sophia,” he murmured. Ask me to stay in Rascal. Tell me you don’t want me to leave. He stared into her eyes and prayed she could read his longing for her on his face. “Sophia.”
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      Sophia smiled into his mesmerizing green eyes. She loved the sound of her name on Mike’s tongue. The way he said it made her feel special.

      Be careful, Sophia. Sienna’s words popped into her head. Don’t fall for the bad boys. They can’t change.

      That sobered her quickly.

      Oh, gosh, why had she asked him to kiss her? Had she been out of her mind? What if Rex had shown up? What if he were here now, searching the dude ranch for her?

      She dropped her gaze and moved away from Mike. “I’ve got to get back to my mother. She’ll worry.”

      “Okay.” His eyes clouded. “But first there’s something else I have to tell you. Something very important.”

      The seriousness in his voice caught her attention and loosened her knees. “What is it, Mike?”

      “Sophia! There you are.”

      They looked over to see Heath Hunter coming toward them.

      “Hi, Heath.” Sophia was a bit relieved to see him. “What’s up?”

      “Mr. Barrington’s looking for you.”

      “Me?” Sophia pressed a hand to herself. A chill zipped through her veins. Her mouth felt dry, chalky. “Wh-which Mr. Barrington?” she stammered. “Rex or Thurgood?”

      Heath gave her a funny look. “Why, Thurgood, of course. I wouldn’t know Rex if he came up and tapped me on the shoulder.”

      What was this about?

      On shaky legs, Sophia left the two men behind and walked to the front entrance. People gathered in clumps. Some stood in line at the drink stand; others were at the barbecue grill loading up their plates. A group of kids rode Shetland ponies in the corral.

      She spotted her friend Polly and her fiancé Liam lounging around the guitar-shaped swimming pool. She lifted a hand in greeting, and they waved back.

      Squinting against the sun and wishing she hadn’t left her sunglasses on the picnic table beside her mother, Sophia scanned the crowd for a man in a white T-shirt and blue shorts.

      No one fit the description.

      Her spirits stumbled. Rex, where are you?

      “Sophia, my dear.”

      She turned and saw Thurgood Barrington making his way through the crowd. “Hello, sir.”

      “Are you enjoying yourself?”

      “Yes.” She smiled. “It’s a lovely party.”

      “I’m saddened to think it will be my last time hosting the annual end of summer get-together.”

      “It won’t be the same without you,” she said, even though it was her first time at the event.

      “Maybe not. Maybe it’ll be better. It’s time for me to retire and turn the reins fully over to my sons.”

      “Heath said you were asking to speak to me?”

      “I was.” Thurgood nodded. “I need your help.”

      “My help?”

      “Organizing the three-legged race.”

      “Oh.” She thought Thurgood might have news of Rex’s current whereabouts. She hadn’t expected him to draft her as an event coordinator.

      “I’m on board. What do you need?”

      Thurgood grinned so widely that Sophia wondered if he had an ulterior motive for this race, though for the life of her she couldn’t say why she’d gotten that impression.

      He handed her several pieces of rope measuring three feet long. “Tie the contestants’ ankles and knees together.”

      Curious, she accepted the rope and watched as he stepped up to a karaoke machine to use it as a loudspeaker system.

      “May I have your attention?” Thurgood announced.

      All heads turned in his direction.

      “We’re about to begin the three-legged race. Your partners will be selected through a random draw from names Mildred has put into a hat.”

      Mildred trotted over with his upturned Stetson for him to draw from.

      “As I call out your names, please assemble at the starting line on top of the hill.” Mr. Barrington pointed to a rolling bluff several hundred yards away. “Sophia Shepherd will wait there to help you get ready. The finish line is directly behind the concession stand. The winners each get a hundred-dollar gift card to La Pomme Juteuse.”

      La Pomme Juteuse was a surprising French bistro that had recently opened in Rascal. Sophia had been dying to try it, but the restaurant was out of her budget.

      While Thurgood drew names and called out the contestants and their pairings, Sophia went up the hill with the ropes in her hand. Before everyone arrived, she had a brief opportunity to check the crowd again, but still no Rex.

      She did, however, catch sight of Mike. He was sitting and talking to Amber, her mother, and Mr. Whitcomb. She waved, but none of them saw her.

      “We’re here!” Liam and Polly topped the hill beside her.

      Sophia crouched and tied Polly’s slender ankle to Liam’s. Then she bound them with a second rope just above their knees. She tested the bindings to make sure it was secure but not too tight.

      “Hey,” Polly asked. “I haven’t had the chance to ask you how you worked things out with you know who.”

      “I haven’t,” Sophia admitted.

      “Did you listen to your heart?”

      “It wasn’t speaking to me.”

      “Come now, Sophia, of course it was. You’re just not listening.”

      “That’s not too tight, is it?” Sophia asked, anxious to get Polly off the topic of her love life.

      “It’s perfect,” Liam said. “The closer I am to Polly, the better.” He draped an arm around his fiancée’s shoulders and drew his bride-to-be into the circle of his arm.

      They gazed into each other’s eyes and grinned. Sophia felt an ugly jolt of jealousy. She wanted what those two had. Love, honesty, open communication. She wanted a committed relationship with a man she could trust. Like Polly and Liam. Like Sienna and Jeff. Like Heath and Amber.

      A lump blocked her throat. Maybe she’d have no one.

      Polly and Liam hobbled off to the side, giggling and holding on to each other while another couple waited for her to harness them together.

      In the distance, she could still hear Mr. Barrington calling out the names of the contestants.

      “And last, but not least, Mike Barr from maintenance.”

      A cheer went up from the crowd. Sophia cast a glance down the hill and watched as Mike got to his feet. Grinning boyishly, he bowed to the audience. He was very popular with the Barrington employees. She wouldn’t be the only one saddened to see him leave.

      “Mike is paired with Sophia Shepherd,” Thurgood said.

      The cheering intensified.

      Why did it have to be him? Sophia blushed. Great. Just what she needed. With her luck, Rex would show up at the same time she and Mike came hopping down the hill tied together.

      Better than having him catching you kissing Mike.

      “We’ll have some accompanying music,” Thurgood said.

      Mildred fiddled with her phone, cueing up a music streaming service, playing “Flight of the Bumblebee” from the karaoke machine’s speakers.

      Mike came toward her. Sophia held two pieces of rope in her hand. He took them from her. Bending over, he clinched their ankles and just above their knees, uniting them.

      Straightening, he grinned at her.

      “Places, everyone,” Thurgood said.

      Laughing along with the other contestants, Sophia and Mike hobbled over to the starting line with the rest.

      Their legs rubbed like two pieces of flint sparking a fire. Bare skin against bare skin. Sophia had never thought of ankles and knees as sexy body parts, but she was quickly altering that perception.

      “You know the only way we will sew up this race is through teamwork,” Mike whispered, his breath tickling her ear.

      Sophia suppressed a shudder of delight. “Who says I want to win?”

      “Come on, you want to win as much as I do.” His grin widened. “Let’s blow everyone out of the water.”
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      This competitive side of Mike stunned and delighted her.

      In the four and a half months she’d worked at Barrington Oil and Gas, he’d shown no signs of ambition. He was usually so laid-back and devil-may-care. Why suddenly was he so interested in winning? Especially on something that didn’t matter? If he could be so intense about a three-legged race, why didn’t he have the same enthusiasm toward financial success?

      You can’t change people, Sophia. Accept Mike for who he is. Only Mike can change Mike.

      But what if he wanted to change? Not for her but for himself? What if he decided being a rolling stone wasn’t all it was cracked up to be? What if he came to realize that home and family were the most important things in life?

      Yeah? And what if raindrops were chocolate?

      The crowd had moved away from the picnic area and formed a line along the edges of the race path. Sophia saw Stanley Whitcomb pushing her mother’s wheelchair through the field. Amber walked beside them with her hand on her extended belly. Heath was a contestant, paired with a new guy from accounting. Jannette waved jauntily.

      “Ready,” Thurgood called out over the loudspeaker.

      Mike took Sophia’s hand in his. “Bend slightly at the knees.”

      She copied his stance.

      “On your mark…”

      The contestants tensed and leaned forward, ready to take off.

      “Get set…”

      Excitement streamed through Sophia’s blood.

      “Go!”

      Boom! Everyone rushed down the hill in a wild melee to the finish line.

      Right away, Sienna and Jeff pulled into the lead, but then Jeff stumbled, and they went down together. Another couple tripped over them, creating a pileup.

      Mike deftly steered Sophia clear.

      They moved as a unit, surprisingly graceful together. Mike led, but Sophia matched his pace, neither too fast nor too slow. Not getting ahead or falling behind, their hands intertwined.

      It was a strange ballet. And oddly enough, quite sexy.

      Acutely aware of his knee bobbing against hers, Sophia struggled to concentrate on the race. Wow, they were so good at this. If they were this bound in a foot race, what would they be like in bed?

      Flesh to flesh, bodies meshed.

      Sophia groaned inwardly and pushed away her fantasies. She glanced over at Mike, and her heart stuttered.

      His green-eyed gaze fixed intently on the finish line. He wanted to win.

      She could see it in the set of his jaw, in the determined expression on his face. Where

      had this competitive spirit come from, and why hadn’t she seen it before? Had he purposely kept it under wraps? Why?

      Mesmerized, Sophia stumbled.

      Mike grabbed her elbow.

      She flailed backward and grasped at his shirt, struggling to keep herself upright. She hated being the reason they lost.

      Unable to correct herself, she fell.

      Mike toppled over her.

      They rolled together, grass and dirt hitching a ride on their clothes, in their hair.

      Oh, no! She’d messed up.

      Then came the sound that surprised her. Mike’s husky laughter.

      They spun to a stop. Sophia’s back against the ground, Mike atop her. The other contestants hopped past them. Sophia caught glimpses of many tanned knees and scuffed sneakers. The sun shone brightly in the pristine blue sky. The air smelled of grass and Mike’s cologne.

      She hitched in her breath and stared up into his face.

      His green eyes filled with mirth. Smile lines bracketed his mouth. Bits of straw hung in his mahogany hair, and a cowlick flopped over his forehead.

      Gently Sophia reached up to rake the errant lock away.

      He chuckled again, and she could feel the vibrations bubble from deep within his chest.

      They were breathing hard.

      In tandem.

      “So much for that swanky dinner,” he said.

      “Disappointed?”

      “Are you?”

      “I could eat a hot dog at a kiosk outside Home Depot with you,” Sophia said, startling herself. That wasn’t what she’d meant to say.

      “Could you, Sophia?” He spoke lightly, but the look in his eyes was deadly serious. “Could you really be happy with that?”

      Yes! All she wanted was someone to share her life with. Someone she could trust. Someone who would be there for her. But was Mike that someone?

      “I would.”

      “Not me,” he joked. “I’m terrified of hot dog stands. Do you know how much bacteria—”

      “Heath!” someone shouted.

      Suddenly, commotion rippled through the bystanders on the sidelines.

      “What’s going on?” Sophia asked, raising up on her elbows.

      Mike rolled off her and followed her gaze.

      A crowd had formed a circle around someone.

      Her mother?

      Sophia’s heart leapt into her throat. She’d been so wrapped up with Mike, she’d forgotten her mother was at the picnic. If something had happened to her while she’d been fooling around in a footrace, Sophia would never forgive herself.

      “Untie us!” She grappled for the rope above their knees.

      “Calm down.” Quickly, Mike undid the knots in the rope.

      “It’s my mother, I know it.” Sophia’s pulse pounded and once freed from him, she scrambled to her feet. “Something bad has happened to her.”

      “Go to her,” Mike said. “I’m right behind you.”

      And he was.

      She felt him there, and a sense of calm peace settled over her. For years she’d dreamed of finding a man who would stand beside her no matter what, and now he was here.

      “Heath!” Jack Cavanaugh shouted. “Heath, where are you?”

      Sophia turned her head, searching for Heath, and spotted him just as he and his race partner passed the finish line. They had won the race.

      “Heath! Amber is in labor,” Jack shouted, cupping his hands around his mouth.

      Amber? In labor. Not Jannette.

      Relieved, Sophia blew out her breath and slowed her sprint to a trot as she joined the crowd circling Amber at the top of the bluff where the race had started.

      Her friend was sitting in a folding chair holding her abdomen, wincing and doing some weird breathing.

      Heath arrived seconds after Sophia and Mike arrived. He pushed everyone aside, scooped his wife into his arms, and carried her across the field toward the parking area. A procession of people fell in behind them.

      “I can walk, Heath!” Amber insisted.

      “The hell you say,” Heath growled.

      “Put. Me. Down. If you throw your back out, you won’t be able to help me with the baby.”

      “I’ll be fine.” Heath did not put his wife down.

      Mike took Sophia’s arm. “I’m betting you’ll be just as stubborn as Amber when you’re in labor.”

      “And you’d be as opinionated as Heath.”

      He grinned at her. “Yup.”

      “Sophia.” Her mother waved to her from the other side of the gawking crowd.

      She let go of Mike’s hand and went to her mother, who was being wheeled along by

      Stanley Whitcomb.

      Stanley stopped, the group streaming by on their way back to the picnic grounds.

      “Hi, Mom.” Sophia leaned over to kiss her mother’s cheek. “Are you having a good time?”

      “Yes.” Jannette smiled shyly.

      She was pleased to see her mother looking so happy.

      “Sophia,” Stanley said. “If you’d like to go on to the hospital with Amber and Heath, I’d be happy to give your mother a ride home. I have an SUV and I can pop her wheelchair right into the back.”

      “That’s so nice of you to offer, Mr. Whitcomb,” Sophia said, “but I couldn’t impose.”

      “No imposition at all,” Stanley said.

      Sophia turned to her mother. “Mom?”

      “Go with your friends to the hospital.” Jannette made shooing motions with her hands. “I know you’re dying to be there when Amber has her baby.”

      “You don’t mind?” It seemed so odd, seeing her mother in the company of a man. Sophia couldn’t ever remember her mother dating, even before she ended up in the wheelchair.

      Jannette shook her head. “Go.”

      “All right, then.” Feeling uncertain, Sophia followed Mike to the field where they’d parked.

      “Do you want to ride with me to the hospital?” she asked. “Or do you have other plans?”

      Mike’s grin melted her. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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      Mike wandered the halls of the hospital, feeling at loose ends. Sophia sat in the waiting room with her friends, chatting about babies.

      The other guys had gone off to look at Jeff’s new truck, but Mike had stayed behind. He had too many things to think about.

      Mainly, how to tell Sophia the truth.

      Each encounter, each touch, each smile, each kiss was bringing them one step closer to...what?

      Commitment?

      But how could they commit when he wasn’t honest with her? And what about her crush on Rex? Never mind that he was Rex. He was back to square one.

      He enjoyed being Mike. He liked not having the responsibilities of a billion-dollar oil and gas company. He enjoyed having friends whose motives he didn’t have to question. He enjoyed feeling footloose and fancy-free, even if it was only an illusion.

      It had been eye-opening, these past nine months, finding a side of himself he thought long gone. From the time he could walk, he’d wanted nothing more than to follow in his father’s and older brother’s footsteps.

      He’d learned all he could about the oil business. He’d studied hard, learned the inner workings of the company from the inside out. Other than that short rebellion as a teen after his mother died, he had a single-minded focus. He didn’t take vacations. He worked fourteen-hour days. He had made Barrington Oil and Gas his life.

      For nine months, playing the irresponsible cowboy handyman had been fun. Slipping under the skin of a crafted persona had taught him a lot about stopping and smelling the roses. Mike the handyman might not be rich, but bottom line? He was a happier person than Rex Barrington.

      That realization unnerved him and put his entire value system under the microscope.

      Deep in thought, Mike stuffed his fingers into his back pockets. He stopped outside the waiting room and peered through the glass window to the people inside.

      The room was soundproof. He couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he could see Sophia laughing at something Sienna had said. Her eyes crinkled at the corners, her lips turned up just the way he liked them.

      The men had come back from the parking lot and had taken their places beside their women. Sienna and Jeff. Polly and Liam. They formed a close-knit group of Barrington employees.

      A group that Rex Barrington could never be part of. He was the mysterious voice on the telephone. The man behind the texts and emails. He was their boss. The rich guy. He didn’t fit in.

      Literally on the outside looking in, Mike gulped.

      His whole adult life had been like this. Until now, he’d used hard work to hide from his loneliness. The loneliness that had been a big part of his life ever since he’d lost his mother. He’d denied that he needed or even wanted anything more than his career.

      Now, he understood how much more there was to life. He wanted what his employees had found. Great friendships and true and lasting love.

      Sophia lifted her head. Their gazes locked. Her smile widened, wrapping him in her warm glow. She got to her feet and walked into the corridor. Her easy grace, the sway of her hips, that sexy gleam in her eyes.

      Mike’s knees weakened.

      He loved her.

      No matter how hard he might want to pretend that she had not invaded his heart, had not seized his soul, it was a lie. She had captured him. Completely.

      Except he was not the man she believed him to be. He was not the man she really wanted.

      “Hi.” Sophia crossed her arms over her chest. “How are you doing?”

      “Fine. I just get jittery if I sit too long.”

      She nodded. “Hospitals are nerve-racking places.”

      Mike knew that. How many long, ugly hours had he spent in this very hospital, watching his mother slowly fade? He’d felt lost and hopeless. All the Barrington money had not saved her.

      Couldn’t Sophia see that? Didn’t she realize that money could not buy a full life or happiness or freedom? Money was a tool. Nothing more. It wasn’t a god to be worshiped or something to cling to. Money could not hold you tight in the middle of the night when you woke from a bad dream. Money could not stop the spread of cancer. Nor could it bring real friends into the life of a lonely, motherless teen.

      “Want to grab some coffee?” she asked.

      “Sure.” Mike shrugged and walked with her to the cafeteria. He felt awkward. He didn’t know what to do with his hands.

      In the cafeteria, he told her he’d get their drinks if she grabbed them a table. He waited in line at the coffee counter. He knew how Sophia liked her coffee, with steamed cream and two packets of sugar. He carried the beverages to the table she’d chosen near the window. The sunlight slanting through the blinds caught the highlights in her golden hair, shimmering as bright as a halo.

      “I’m so nervous for Amber. I hope everything goes okay,” she said as he sat down. “Heath is beside himself with worry.”

      “They’ll be fine. They love each other, those two. No matter what happens, they’ll make it.”

      “Yeah,” Sophia said wistfully and stared out the window, deep in thought.

      Was she, like he, thinking about true love, happy marriages, and healthy babies? Did she feel the same longing to belong that he felt?

      “Are you serious about leaving Rascal?” she asked.

      “I’ve got no reason to stay, Sophia.”

      “Oh.” Her bottom lip quivered. “You’re not the kind of guy who stays long in one place.”

      Mike toyed with the napkin holder on the table, unable to meet Sophia’s stare. He wanted so badly to tell her the truth, but he didn’t know how to start.

      “May I ask you a question?”

      “Shoot.” He cradled his coffee cup between his palms.

      “Do you ever see yourself settling down, committing to one town, one job, one woman?”

      Yes! The time was now. He should tell her who she was. The charade needed to end.

      Clearing his throat, Mike said, “I—”

      “Sophia, Mike!” Polly burst through the cafeteria door, her face flushed. “The baby is here. A healthy little boy.”

      Sophia hopped to her feet and embraced Polly. They jumped about the room, clinging to each other’s hands, as excited as children at Christmas.

      “C’mon, c’mon, hurry.” Polly motioned them to follow her. “Heath is coming out to the waiting room to give us the details.”

      They returned to the waiting area just as Heath emerged from the labor and delivery suite, grinning from ear to ear but looking a little shell-shocked.

      “It’s a miracle,” he kept repeating. “I can’t explain how amazing it feels to be a dad. There’s nothing in the world like it.”

      Mike cast a sideways glance at Sophia. She had her hands clasped together in front of her. Her lips pressed into a smile, and her eyes misted. His heart ached for her. He longed to reach out and touch her. But he couldn’t. Not in front of everyone.

      “Come on, you guys,” Heath said, pride puffing his chest. “Let’s go see my son.”

      Chattering, they descended upon the newborn nursery. Heath beamed as a nurse held his wriggling baby boy up to the nursery window.

      “Hello, World. Meet Nathaniel Wyatt Hunter. Eight pounds, six ounces with an excellent set of lungs.”

      Everyone chuckled and gathered closer for a better look at the baby. Sophia, Polly, and Sienna oohed and aahed over the infant while Liam and Jeff clapped Heath on the back.

      “Good work, Hunter,” Jeff said.

      “You gotta be proud.” Liam grinned. “He’s a fine-looking boy.”

      “It’s all over but the crying,” Mike said. “Life as you know it is kaput, and your carefree days are gone for good.”

      He’s said it as a joke, but the second he saw Sophia’s face, Mike knew he’d blundered. But before he could backtrack, Sophia said, “Liam, could you give Mike a ride back to the ranch to get his motorcycle? I have to go home and check on my mother.”
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      On Monday morning, when Sophia got into the office, Rex called her.

      “Sophia,” he said. “I apologize for standing you up this weekend. I tried to make it back to Rascal in time for the picnic, but something unexpected came up. Looks like I’m going to be in Brazil for several more days, winding up my business here.”

      Sophia stared listlessly at the wall. Her friends had been right. Rex was too busy for a relationship. He stood people up and then expected work to be a viable excuse with no questions asked. She’d been foolish. They came from completely different worlds. They had nothing in common.

      “Don’t worry about it, sir,” she said. “I understand completely. You’re a very busy man, and business comes first. You don’t owe me an apology.”

      “Hey, what’s this? I thought we agreed, no more ‘sir.’ You’re supposed to call me Rex.”

      “I’ve been thinking about it, sir, and I don’t think it’s professional to call you by your first name.”

      “Since when?”

      Since you made promises that you don’t keep. Since she realized how silly she’d been, hanging her dreams on a fantasy. “Since now.”

      “All right, Sophia,” he murmured “Whatever you wish.”

      He told her goodbye and hung up, leaving her feeling empty inside. She had a penchant for picking unavailable men. On the one hand, there was Rex—accomplished, successful, stable, and financially secure, but he was an emotionally distant workaholic. On the other, there was Mike—fun-loving, exciting, and sexy but utterly unable to commit to a job, a woman or even to a town.

      “Knock, knock.” Polly appeared in her doorway. “How are you this morning?”

      “Hi, Pol,” Sophia greeted her friend. “Come on in.”

      “How about that picnic?” Polly strolled into Sophia’s office. “Was the birth of Amber’s baby the grand finale of a great day or what?”

      “It threw fireworks into the event. Hey, do you want to see the baby blanket I bought Amber when I went shopping on my lunch hour?” Sophia pulled a sack from beneath her desk and unwrapped the blue quilted blanket patterned with teddy bears and trains.

      “That’s so darling,” Polly cooed. “You have such good taste. Amber will love it.”

      “I hope so.”

      Polly smiled. “I can’t wait to marry Liam and start having babies of our own.”

      “You two have firmed up the wedding date?”

      “Next summer. June tenth. But it seems ages away. I’m ready for one of those little munchkins now.”

      “It’ll be here before you know it,” Sophia placated. She didn’t want to talk about weddings or babies or happily ever after.

      All her friends were in love. They had found good men and were getting married or starting their families. Why had she been left out? Why was she the only one without someone to love her?

      Sophia pushed her hands through her hair. Her life was falling apart. All her plans were hollow pipe dreams. A lump of tears blocked her throat, but Sophia swallowed them back. She wasn’t the type to wallow in self-pity. If God intended for her to be alone the rest of her life, then so be it. She’d find some way to fill the long, lonely years stretching before her.

      “I thought you might want to know,” Polly said. “Mike turned in his resignation today.”

      Polly’s words hit her like a punch. Sophia sucked in her breath. So, he’d gone through with it. That bit of news sent her lingering hopes spinning into orbit.

      “Oh?” she said, trying to act coolly disinterested while inside her tummy burned.

      “Didn’t he tell you?”

      Sophia shrugged, feigning indifference. “He said he might move on. I didn’t know he’d made it official.”

      Polly canted her head. “You’re not upset?”

      “Why on earth would it upset me?” Sophia struggled to keep her hand from trembling. She didn’t care. Goodbye, Mike. Who needed passion, heat, and chemistry? Who needed their world turned upside down and inside out? Not her.

      “Well”—Polly looked hesitant—“office scuttlebutt says you are an item.”

      Sophia laughed, but it sounded forced even to her own ears. “The scuttlebutt is wrong.”

      “But you two seemed to get along so well together. I thought you made a cute couple.”

      “We were never a couple.”

      Polly raised both her palms. “Sorry. My mistake.”

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Sophia said. “I’m fond of Mike. He’s a fun guy. But he means nothing to me personally. Absolutely nothing.” Her voice cracked so loudly they both startled.

      “You’re in love with him, aren’t you?” Polly murmured.

      Silently, Sophia nodded. Fat tears slipped down her cheeks.

      “Oh, sweetie.” Polly came around the desk to wrap her arms around Sophia. “It’ll all work out.”

      “How can it? Mike’s leaving. And even if he wasn’t, he’s not a guy you build a future with.”

      Polly handed her a tissue. “It might not work out with Mike, but you’ll find someone. I promise you will.”

      “Really?” Sophia dabbed at her eyes.

      “Cross my heart.”

      “A guy I can depend on? Someone who’ll be a good husband and father? A man who’ll stand by me through thick and thin, no matter what?”

      “You can if you refuse to settle for anything less.”

      “That’s a tall order to fill.”

      “Hey.” Polly snapped her fingers. “What about Rex? I thought you had a crush on your boss.”

      “That was just a silly infatuation. I’ve learned a few things since then.”

      “Things?”

      Sophia shrugged. “Work means more to Rex than a wife and kids, and I’ve realized I don’t want to play second fiddle to a career.”

      “It’s important to know what you want.”

      She nodded. It sounded so sensible coming from her friend, but in the course of a single morning, she’d lost both of the men she’d been interested in. It hurt. Here she was, twenty-nine and baby hungry with no partner prospects in sight.

      “Cheer up, Sophia, and mark my words. One of these days you will find your Prince Charming.”

      “Thanks,” Sophia said, drying her eyes and resolutely tucking the tissue in her pocket. “You’ve been a big help.”

      And it was true. Polly’s sympathy went a long way to ease the sorrow weighing down her heart.

      Everyone at the company had been great. In the five months she had worked here, Sophia felt like part of the family. And for a little girl who’d once been shunned and outcast, that meant a lot.

      “You’re welcome.” Polly smiled. “Keep your chin up.”

      Sophia lifted her chin, smiled, and waved goodbye, but beneath the façade, her heart was aching.
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      “You haven’t told Sophia yet?” Thurgood frowned at his youngest son.

      Rex and his father were in Houston. They sat at a restaurant overlooking the bay. It was just down the street from the central office of Barrington Oil and Gas. They were waiting for Rex’s older brother Mark to show up with his wife Julie. Two years ago, Mark and wed Julie Prentiss at the Rascal Botanical gardens, and Julie was now expecting Thurgood’s first grandchild. A little girl they were naming Maria, in honor of Mark and Rex’s mother.

      The setting sun spread a spectacular sky, but Rex scarcely noticed the vivid burst of salmon, purple, and rose streaking the horizon. A band played soft music. Sailboats glided across the water in front of the shaded veranda.

      “No,” Rex admitted, taking a sip of his Scotch and water. “I haven’t talked to her.”

      He’d meant to tell Sophia who he really was more than a dozen times. But something had always stopped him. The timing never seemed right. Then again, was there ever an appropriate time to tell the woman you loved that you were a liar playing undercover boss?

      Thurgood cleared his throat. “You’re not being fair to Sophia.”

      “I know, Dad, but it’s just not that simple.”

      “She’s in love with you, Rex. Can’t you see that?”

      “She’s not in love with me. She’s in love with a part I’ve been playing.”

      “Isn’t that what you wanted? To get her to fall in love with you as a poor man, so you’d know for sure she wasn’t just after your money?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know.”

      Frustrated, Rex stared out across the water. He didn’t know what to believe anymore. Once upon a time, Barrington Oil and Gas was the most important thing in his world. He’d lived and breathed this business.

      He’d wanted nothing more than to make his father proud by expanding the company, help to make things bigger and better. Suddenly, something had Rex questioning all his old values and beliefs.

      And that something was Sophia Shepherd.

      He could not, no matter how hard he tried, erase her from his mind. That blond hair, so long and curly, invaded his dreams. Her scent, like fresh wildflowers, teased his nostrils at the most unexpected times. Her lips, so soft, so pliant, branded his memory.

      Sweet, petite Sophia. With a golden heart and a will of steel. She knew what she wanted, and she refused to settle for less. How could he blame her? Wasn’t he built like that, too?

      He’d passed judgment on her for letting her mother run her life, but hadn’t he done the very same thing when at his mother’s dying request, he’d turned his back on his carefree, fun-loving nature and cultivated a head for business? When he’d tamed down the part of him that was wild and creative in favor of his button-down life?

      Rex had criticized Sophia for wanting financial security, but didn’t he do the same thing daily? He made deals. He toyed with the stock market. He monitored the bottom line. His whole life was about money, but then he had the audacity to be resentful to her for wanting the same thing. If anyone had ever sent out mixed signals, it wasn’t Sophia but rather Rex Michael Barrington himself.

      Truthfully, he’d never been able to reconcile the dual aspects of his nature. When Rex had promised his mother he would grow up, he’d meant it.

      To deal with his inner conflict, he had buried the part of himself that was the epitome of Mike the handyman. By constantly focusing on work and leaving no room for anything else in his world.

      He’d paid a high price.

      Other than his father and older brother, he had no one he could truly trust. No one to rely on. No one he could reveal himself to.

      Except he wanted to tell Sophia everything.

      The first step to achieving his goal was to find her and tell her the truth. That he was both Rex and Mike. He was at once serious and carefree, wealthy and poor, stable yet risky. He was all these things and much more.

      Would she take him just as he was? Could Sophia forgive him for deceiving her?

      There was only one way to find out. Rex pushed back his chair and stood up. He pulled a handful of bills from his wallet to pay for his drink and left them on the table.

      “Where are you going?” his father asked. “Mark and Julie will be here any minute.”

      “Give them my apologies, Dad, but I’ve got unfinished business to take care of in Rascal.”
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      Sophia was working late, trying to keep her mind off both Rex and Mike. She went to print off some documents, but the printer jammed. Dang it. She tried to dislodge the jam herself but got nowhere.

      Great. The documents needed to go out first thing in the morning. She needed the printer fixed tonight. She called the maintenance office, but no one answered.

      Most everyone left at five, but maybe she could find some kind of tool in the maintenance office to help her get the printer unclogged. As Rex’s assistant, she had a master key that opened most doors in the building.

      At least she didn’t have to worry about running into Mike. He was no doubt off riding his Harley through the desert.

      Why did she have an urge to be out there riding with him, the wind rushing through her hair, the setting sun in the distance, her arms wrapped tightly around Mike’s warm body?

      Stop it! Get into the maintenance office, get something to pry the paper jam from the printer, and get those documents in the mail. Forget about old Harley-riding Mike!

      Except she could not forget. Everything reminded her of him. The glass cat paperweight prominently displayed on her desk, the length of rope that had bound them together during the three-legged race in the bottom drawer of her desk, the number of the pizza delivery service on speed dial where Mike had programmed it in.

      Agitated, Sophia walked through the empty corridor. The only sound she heard was a janitor running the vacuum cleaner somewhere down the hall.

      She got on the elevator and pressed the button for the basement. She watched the numbers light up as the car descended, her chest curiously growing tighter with each passing floor.

      It settled in the basement with a ding.

      The door slid open.

      Sophia stepped out into the darkened hallway and hurried to the maintenance office. She slid her master key into the lock and…

      “What are you doing here?”

      Startled, Sophia clutched her chest and jumped. Wide-eyed, she looked up to see Mike emerging from a side door, a key ring in his hand.

      “I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Oh, no! What was Mike doing here at this time of night? He was the last person she wanted to see.

      “You didn’t scare me,” she lied. She wouldn’t let him know exactly how much he affected her.

      He sauntered toward her, his cowboy boots echoing against the tile. The fluorescent hallway lights flickered off, then buzzed back on.

      Sophia gasped involuntarily.

      “Don’t worry,” Mike soothed, standing there in the shadows, wearing his toolbelt. “Just a power surge.”

      “Of course,” she replied, feeling foolish.

      “Working late again?”

      She nodded, her heart thumping faster than it should have.

      “I wonder if Rex fully appreciates everything you do for him.”

      “I was doing some of Amber’s work,” she explained. “While she’s on maternity leave.”

      “Oh.”

      “Did you need something from the maintenance office?”

      “I have a paper jam on my printer.”

      “I can help with that.” Mike punched the elevator button.

      “Um…okay.”

      The elevator door opened. Mike stepped inside. “Are you coming?”

      Sophia hesitated. Did she really want to get into that elevator with him? In that tiny little box where they’d be separated by only a few feet.

      “Going up?” He quirked an eyebrow and cocked his head sideways.

      What the heck? It’s only a few floors.

      Bravely, Sophia thrust back her shoulders and stepped over the threshold. Mike stood on the left side of the elevator, near the control panel, his finger on the Open button.

      Sophia moved to the right rear of the car and pressed her back firmly against the wall to support her wobbly knees. She clutched her purse to her chest and stared straight ahead while waiting for the elevator door to close.

      It seemed to take hours.

      She knew Mike was staring at her—the heat from his gaze was palpable—but she didn’t have the courage to meet his eyes.

      The tension stretched like a steel ribbon between them. Taut and unbreakable.

      Finally, the door whispered shut, and the elevator started upward.

      Mike cleared his throat.

      Sophia studied her shoes, noticing they needed polishing.

      “I turned in my resignation today.”

      “I heard.”

      “How do you feel about that?”

      She flashed him a look. “How do you expect me to feel?”

      “I was hoping you’d miss me.”

      “Why?”

      A puzzled expression crossed his face. “I thought we had something going on, you and I.”

      “If that’s true, how come you’re leaving town?”

      He jutted his chin forward. “I don’t want to crowd you.”

      “That’s just an excuse.”

      “Now wait a minute.” He raised his palms. “You made it perfectly clear you couldn’t become involved with me because you had a thing for your boss. What am I supposed to do? Hang around and pine for you?”

      “Quit. Run away,” Sophia said. “That’s your M.O. Isn’t it, Mike? Never too long in the same town or on the same job or with the same woman.”

      “Doublespeak, Sophia. You say one thing but mean another. How am I supposed to stay and fight for you when you made it abundantly clear I’m not good enough?”

      “I never said that.” She glared at him. He was so damned handsome and so spectacularly sexy-looking in those faded jeans and that form-fitting T-shirt.

      “But not rich enough, right?”

      “Be fair. This isn’t about money.”

      “Then what’s it about?”

      “It’s about having a man I can count on,” Sophia murmured. “A man whom I can trust to be there in the tough times. An honest man who won’t lie to me or make excuses for his behavior. A man who will assume responsibility and hold down a steady job.”

      “And you don’t think I can be that man?” He sank his hands on his hips.

      “No, I don’t.”

      “But Rex Barrington fits the bill, and it doesn’t hurt that he’s a multimillionaire. Does it?”

      “This isn’t about Rex. This is about you and me,” Sophia said.

      Suddenly, the elevator jerked to a stop. The cables whined, echoing loudly in the elevator shaft as the car ground to a halt.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      They both glanced up at the lights over the door. Their destination. The fifth floor.

      But the door did not slide open.

      “Mike?” Sophia hated that her voice trembled, but she was a tad claustrophobic. “Why isn’t the door opening?”

      “Minor glitch. Nothing to worry about.” He leaned over and mashed the Open button.

      Nothing happened.

      Sophia took a deep breath to steady herself while Mike tried the button again. “I get nervous in small, confined places,” she confessed.

      “I’ll get us out of here,” he reassured her. “Stay calm, sweetheart.”

      Sweetheart.

      He punched the Open button again. The door remained closed.

      They heard a clanking noise, like something mechanical malfunctioning. Mike frowned. “What the heck?”

      And then the lights went out. Darkness closed around them like a gloved fist.

      “Mike!” Sophia squeaked.

      “Right here, sweetheart.”

      Her hand groped for his. He found her palm and squeezed it. “Don’t worry. I’m here. You’re not alone.”

      No, she was not alone. Instead, she was trapped in the darkness with the one man in the world who stirred her soul and set her body aflame. A man she loved so desperately yet was terrified to claim as her own.
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      Are you all right?” Mike asked, his fingers twined with Sophia’s.

      It was odd to feel him but not see him.

      “Yes.”

      “Do have your cell phone?”

      Sophia groaned. “I left it in my office. You don’t have yours?”

      “I was headed to charge mine when we met in the hallway.”

      “That’s just great,” she muttered. “Technology is failing us all the way around. What do you think happened?”

      “Power failure.”

      Under the anonymity of darkness, his voice sounded exactly like Rex Barrington’s. It oozed a warm sensuality that surprised Sophia in its likeness to her boss’ whiskey-smooth tones.

      “I’m going to fumble around over here, see if I can find the elevator phone and call for help. Will you be all right if I let go of your hand for a moment?”

      Sophia nodded then realized how ridiculous that was. He could not see her. “I’ll be fine,” she said, fighting panic at the thought of losing contact with him.

      “Are you scared?”

      “A little.”

      “Don’t be. I’m right here with you.” He let go of her hand, and the surrounding air moved as Mike inched his way in the pitch-black.

      Sophia heard Mike running his hand along the wall of the elevator.

      “Ouch,” he exclaimed.

      “What happened?”

      “Jammed my thumb.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Not your fault.”

      There were more fumbling noises. Then the sound of a telephone being knocked off the hook and the familiar dial tone filled the small space.

      “Hello?” Mike spoke.

      Sophia huddled against the back of the car, waiting. Already it was growing warmer, and the air seemed stale.

      “Did you get someone?” Sophia whispered.

      “Not yet.”

      “Hello? Yes.”

      Someone had answered! Sophia exhaled, and it was only then that she realized she’d been holding her breath. She listened while Mike explained their situation to whoever was on the other end of the line. Seconds later, he hung up.

      “Well?” Sophia asked.

      “There was a major accident on the freeway. An eighteen-wheeler ran into a transformer, knocking out the power in a twenty-block area. They’re sending someone after us, but apparently, we’re not real high on the priority list. They have several other emergencies.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “We may get stuck here for hours.”

      Stuck? Here? In the elevator car? Alone? With Mike?

      Sophia gulped and closed her eyes against the emotions rushing through her—excitement, trepidation, nervousness, longing, anticipation.

      “Maybe the power outage is a sign.”

      “What kind of sign?”

      “We’ve had the hardest time getting together for a serious talk. Maybe this is life intervening.”

      “Oh.”

      Mike inhaled loudly. “Sophia…”

      “Yes?”

      “There’s something I’ve been trying to tell you for weeks now, Sophia, and it won’t be easy.”

      Alarm raced through her at his words. He was leaving Rascal with her heart in his hands. What else could he have to say that would change that?

      “Maybe you shouldn’t bare your soul to me,” she said. “What’s the point?”

      “We might as well sit down. It will be a long night.”

      “Mom will be worried,” Sophia said. “Do you think I can call her?”

      “The phone’s only for emergencies,” Mike said. “It’s not connected to an outside network.”

      “Oh, dear.” She felt him moving closer to her.

      “I’m sure someone will notify your mother when word gets out we’re trapped in here.”

      Mike sank to the floor of the elevator, reached out, took her wrist, and eased her down beside him. They sat in complete and utter blackness. No light of any kind bled into the elevator car. It was as if they were suspended in an endless tunnel where nothing existed except the two of them.

      Mike slipped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer. “How’s that?”

      “Good.” She leaned into him, pressed her ear to his chest, and listened to the steady, comfortable lub-dub of his heart.

      His stomach growled, and Sophia giggled. “You’re hungry.”

      “Didn’t eat supper yet.”

      “Me, either.”

      “Too bad we don’t have that pizza we ordered that evening and never got around to eating,” Mike said.

      Heat rose in her cheeks as Sophia remembered exactly what had taken their attention off the pizza.

      “I’ve got cheese and crackers in my purse,” she volunteered, groping in the darkness for the handbag she’d set down. She blindly searched the interior of her purse until her fingers grazed across the cellophane wrapper.

      “You must have been a Girl Scout,” Mike teased. “You’re always prepared.”

      “No,” Sophia said. “No Girl Scouts for me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Mom couldn’t afford it, but I always wanted to join.” Sophia peeled open the package, passed him a cracker, and then took one for herself. She munched the cracker, surprised at how good it tasted. The black void must have sharpened her sense of taste.

      For the first time, Sophia detected the scent of oranges in Mike’s cologne. Was this what it was like to be blind? Once your sight was gone, all your other senses intensified, heightening awareness?

      They sat for a time, eating crackers and not talking.

      “You were really poor growing up?” Mike asked after a moment.

      “Yes.”

      “It must have been hard for you.”

      Sophia snorted. “You don’t know the half of it.”

      “No,” he said. “I don’t, but I want to know.”

      “What was your childhood like?” she asked, shifting the subject onto him. “Tell me about your parents? Where did you grow up? What kind of kid were you? We’ve got nowhere else to go. Might as well tell all.”
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      Maybe, Mike thought, this was the perfect entry into what he had to tell her. Brushing cracker crumbs from his fingers, he tugged her closer. It felt great to have her snuggled against him.

      The inky darkness seemed to make things easier. He pressed his nose to her head, inhaling the sweet scent of her hair. Heaven!

      “My mother’s no longer living,” he said. “She died of breast cancer when I was eighteen.”

      “Oh, Mike. I’m sorry.”

      “She was a truly wonderful woman.”

      “My mother had a stroke when I was eighteen. I know what’s it like to have a family member who’s seriously ill.”

      “Yeah,” he said huskily. “It’s rough.”

      “What about your father?” she asked.

      “He’s fine.”

      “Where does he live?”

      The time had come to tell her the truth. “My father lives right here in Rascal, but he’s about to retire.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that Rascal was your home?”

      “What about your father?” he countered.

      Sophia tensed.

      Mike felt her muscles contract as she shifted away from him.

      “My father was a liar and a cheater.” Her tone turned bitter.

      “Oh.”

      “He told my mother that he loved her. That he wanted to marry her. But he was lying just to get her into bed. Mom was only seventeen and so much in love, she couldn’t think straight.”

      “And she got pregnant with you.”

      “Yes,” Sophia whispered.

      Mike said nothing. The pain in her voice was sharp. She’d never forgiven the man.

      “When Mom told him about me, my father demanded she have an abortion. He didn’t want me or my mother. But she refused to get rid of me. Later, she learned my father was already married. Can you believe that?”

      “Your mother must have had a very difficult time.”

      “Terrible. Her parents were ashamed of her. My mother was from El Paso, and they sent her away to live with her aunt here in Rascal. They wanted her to give me up for adoption, but Mom refused. I was all she had.”

      Suddenly a lot of things made sense. Jannette’s anger toward men. Sophia’s devotion to her mother. Sophia’s desire to marry a rich man who could take care of her and her mother.

      “What happened to your father?” Mike asked. “Did you ever hear from him again?”

      “Thankfully, no. I tried to look him up a few years ago, but I learned he’d died in a car accident.” Sophia shuddered.

      Gently, he pulled her closer against him. “Shh, it’s all right. You don’t have to tell me any more details.”

      “No,” she denied. “It’s not all right. Because of him my mother was never happy. It scared her to trust men again. She never even tried to date. Her resentment grew, and she developed high blood pressure which eventually caused her stroke.” Her body shook, and he realized she was crying.

      Mike reached up with his thumbs and brushed the tears from her cheeks. Her skin was so soft beneath his fingertips. He battled the urge to kiss her. No. Not yet. Not until he’d told her who he was.

      “My father’s abandonment affected me, too,” Sophia admitted. “The way I think about men.”

      “I get it.”

      She drew in a heavy sigh. “I thought all I had to do was find a kind man with a good job. One who could support me. One who would never lie to me or take advantage of me.”

      Mike said nothing, just allowed her to talk. This had been a long time coming, and obviously, the emotional catharsis was something she needed.

      “See,” she said, “when Mom met my dad, they had this instant chemical reaction.” She snapped her fingers. “Fireworks.”

      “Like us.”

      “Like us,” she echoed.

      “And you were afraid because we have such a strong connection that I was like your dad?” Mike asked.

      “I know it sounds crazy, but after listening to years of warning from my mother, I saw intense sexual attraction as a bad thing. I told myself my relationships would be calm and safe, based on mutual respect and honesty, not on some explosive chemical reaction.”

      “That explains a lot about you.”

      “You changed everything,” she said.

      “I did?”

      “The way I feel when I’m with you blows me away.”

      Mike groped for both her hands, brought them to his lips, and kissed her knuckles one by one. “I feel it, too, sweetheart.”

      “Do you? Do you really?”

      “You can’t tell?”

      “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you, Mike? I couldn’t bear it if I found out you’d lied to me.”

      “Oh, Sophia.”

      He had lied to her! How could he explain his charade?

      “Where are you going when you leave Rascal?” she asked. “Will you come back to visit your father?”

      “I don’t have to leave,” he said, feeling the quicksand of falsehoods dragging him down deeper. “I could stay. If you want me.”
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      “What are you saying, Mike? That we could have a future together, you and I?” Sophia’s heart thudded hopefully. Could it be true? The possibility swelled inside her. At long last. A man to love who loved her back.

      “I want you, Sophia, more than I’ve ever wanted any woman.” Mike tucked her into the circle of his arms and pressed his forehead against hers. The bond between them was a physical thing—strong, unbreakable.

      Sophia reached out and ran her palm along his jawline. She caressed his dear face, enjoying the sensation of his beard stubble against her skin.

      “Dear Mike, can you stop your roaming for me? Can you give up your carefree lifestyle? I have to know. Do your feelings for me run deep enough to keep you home with me at night?”

      “What if I said yes, Sophia? What if I told you I was tired of wandering long before I met you, and one taste of your sweet lips had thoroughly convinced me that there was no other woman on the face of the earth for me?”

      “Do you mean it?” Her voice trembled with hope.

      “Could you give up your dream of marrying your boss? Or do I have to be rich to win you?”

      “Mike, I never wanted money.”

      And that was true! Riches had been Jannette’s dream for her future. All Sophia had ever wanted was someone she could count on. She wanted what all her friends had found—true and lasting love. Hot, sizzling chemistry was a terrific side benefit, but what Sophia sorely needed from a man was a life partner who would cherish her in good times, and the bad.

      “Be honest with me, Sophia. If it’s Rex Barrington you want, then have the guts to tell me. If it’s money you need to be happy, please let me know.”

      “I am being honest with you, Mike. I do need a husband who has a steady job. A life partner I can count on. But I don’t need a fancy car or chic clothes. I don’t need expensive jewelry and a big house or lavish trips to make me happy. Working for Rex has taught me that lesson more than anything else could have.”

      “What about those doodles on your notepad? Rex Michael Barrington’s name? What about the things you told Amber?” The tone of his voice hardened.

      Sophia frowned. Had she said something wrong? “I had a crush on Rex. I thought I wanted to marry him because he was kind to me.”

      “That was it? You’d base a marriage on just money and kindness?”

      “Among other things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Mom would have been pleased for me to marry him.”

      “Why were you willing to marry a man you didn’t have chemistry with to please your mother?”

      “I thought Rex and I could grow into a passionate relationship. He’s well established. He has plans and goals. I thought that’s what I needed—a real go-getter. But the longer I’m his assistant, the more I see what an empty life he leads.”

      “Empty life?” He sounded shocked.

      “His life has no real meaning. It’s filled with tight schedules, constant problems, and little else.”

      “But Sophia, Rex Barrington’s a busy guy. He’s got lots of employees depending on his leadership. I mean you can’t have it both ways. If he’s a high achiever, he will not have a lot of time to spend with a family.”

      “That’s what I realize. He doesn’t stop and smell the roses. I feel sorry for him. He doesn’t have a girlfriend, and I don’t think he’s even got many buddies. I mean, not like you. Everyone at Barrington loves you.”

      “They do?”

      “How could they not? You think about other people. You smile, you’re interested. You pitch in without even being asked to help. You really care about people. From what I can figure out, Rex is only interested in making more money. From what I can tell, he’s an empty shell of a man.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      Rex winced. Ouch!

      The portrait Sophia had painted of him was not flattering. But she was right. His life had become empty, and he needed her to help him fill it up again. How he wished he could see her face, to watch her eyes when he said what he was about to say.

      “Sophia,” he whispered.

      “Yes, Mike?”

      He took a deep breath. “I’d do anything to win your heart. To prove you can trust me.”

      “Even give up your rambling ways?”

      “Yes.”

      “Could we date a while, take it slow, really get to know each other?”

      “I’d like that very much.”

      “You’ll be perfectly honest with me?”

      “Oh, Sophia...” He had to tell her everything.

      “Yes, Mike,” she said. “It’s you I want. Somewhere inside me, I’ve always known it was you from the moment I started working at Barrington. Nobody has ever moved me with just one hot glance. But you did.”

      Then Sophia kissed him, and he flew straight to heaven.

      Sophia had passed his test. She’d chosen poor handyman Mike over rich Rex Barrington. She’d followed her heart instead of her head. She was not like Erica, who’d only been interested in his money. Sophia Shepherd wanted him.

      Or did she?

      Sophia thought she was getting Mike the handyman. That’s who she wanted. The sexy, rugged, motorcycle-riding Mike, not Rex, the stuffy, workaholic corporate executive. Doubt gripped him again.

      “Mike,” she whispered huskily, “hold me.”

      He could not resist her. They melted together. Right there on the floor of the elevator. Neither able to control themselves.
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      Joy beat through Sophia’s heart. Mike wants me.

      She buried her head into the curve of his neck and licked his salty skin.

      Her desire for this man hit her like a punch. She wanted him. Here. Now. In the dark and damn the consequences.

      Mike plunged his fingers through her hair.

      She raised her head and met his lips once more. They burned. Fiery, feverish with wanting. She could feel it in the tension of his corded arm muscles, could taste his love for her on his tongue.

      Sophia ached to see his face, to stare into those green eyes and watch her love for him reflected at her.

      Mike groaned low in his throat, and it startled Sophia to hear herself making mewling sounds. She sounded like Shu-Shu did when she stroked and petted her.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. “Gorgeous.”

      “You can’t even see me.” Sophia giggled, wrapping both arms around his neck and clinging to him.

      “I know what you look like. In that sexy little outfit you wore to the company picnic, you blew my mind.”

      “You’re silly.”

      “Silly over you.” He kissed the tip of her nose.

      “I want you, Mike.”

      “You’ve got me, Sophia. Forever.”

      “You really mean that?”

      “More than anything.”

      “I’ve just got to know that you’re telling me the truth, that if you make love to me, it’s not the biggest mistake of my life.”

      “Sophia, I will not make love to you. Not in a stalled elevator with no lights.”

      “Why not?”

      “Believe me, it’s not because I don’t want to, but our first time should be special.”

      “This is special,” she insisted.

      “I don’t have any... er... protection.”

      “A guy like you? According to the office rumors, you’re always prepared for sexual adventures.”

      “The office rumors are wrong, Sophia.” His tone turned serious. “I don’t give myself away lightly.”

      Another thrill raced through her. So, Mike was not as free and easy with his love as others would have had her believe. She really was special to him.

      “But that doesn’t mean we can’t have some fun.” Softly, slowly, he kissed her again. While his lips kept her mouth busy, his hands were doing some exploring of their own. He tugged her blouse from the waistband of her skirt and slipped his hand inside.

      When his hot palm touched her bare belly, Sophia hissed in air through clenched teeth. “Oh, Mike.”

      “Oh, Mike, yes, or oh, Mike, no?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she whimpered, and her temperature shot to the ceiling.

      “That’s my woman.” His fingers caressed. They kneaded and teased. His knuckles gently grazed across her stomach until Sophia thought she’d go insane from sensation. He barely touched her, and yet her nerve endings hummed. Fine hairs all over her body stood at attention, and a field of goosebumps sprouted over her arms and legs.

      Did he do everything this slowly, this deliberately?

      The darkness was a cover for her modesty, and Sophia appreciated that, but the lack of light was also a hindrance. She wanted to see Mike. His expression, the sparkle in his green eyes, his knowing grin, that thatch of thick, dark hair.

      His fingers found the hook on her bra and quickly went about setting her free. He was just as gentle with her breasts. Soon, Sophia was wriggling against him, begging for more, awash in pleasure.

      Her body was completely pliant under his caring touch. The intense throbbing between her thighs swelled until it engulfed her entire being in a power unlike anything she’d experienced.

      He unzipped her skirt. His hand delved lower, his fingers tracing a path from her navel to the waistband of her panties.

      Arching her back, she quivered against his touch, eager to see just how far he would go.

      “Mike,” she whimpered. “Mike.”

      He caressed the outside of her panties, the silken material separating her aching pelvis from his fingers. She wanted more. More!

      “Yes, Sophia,” he whispered. “Yes.”

      And it felt so right. So good. So perfect.

      His lips crushed hers, his kisses growing harder, firmer, his own desire escalating as she grew more excited.

      She tore at his shirt. Buttons popped and scattered across the elevator with a flat sound as they hit.

      “Sophia,” he groaned, “what are you doing?”

      “Getting even,” she replied, splaying her hands across his chest.

      “No,” he said and wrapped his fist around her hand. “Please. I don’t know how much

      longer I can control myself.”

      “Tough,” she replied and playfully nipped his bottom lip. Sophia breathed deeply, inhaling the scent of love. It was on them, between them, in them. It seeped from their pores and mingled as an exotic perfume of their own blending.

      “Sophia,” he said, moving abruptly to a sitting position. He grasped both her shoulders in his hands, his fingers digging into her skin. “We must stop this.”

      “Why?” she whispered, getting on her knees to nuzzle his neck. “I want you, and you want me. What’s wrong with us showing that love?”

      “There’s something I must tell you, Sophia. Something that might make a difference in the way you feel about me.”

      “Mike?” Her voice trembled. “What’s wrong? Are you in some kind of trouble?”

      “No. Listen, I feel like a coward, telling you now, in the dark without being able to see your face, but you must hear me out. Because after you do, I’m afraid you won’t want me anymore.”
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      “What is it?”

      His tone scared her. A bubble of fear formed inside Sophia, pressing hard against her rib cage. What could Mike possibly have done that would affect the way she felt about him? A hundred terrible scenarios raced through her head.

      Did he use drugs? Did he have a gambling problem? Had he fathered a child and abandoned it? Suddenly, Sophia realized how very little she knew about this man she loved so fiercely.

      “Mike,” she mumbled, “you’re scaring me.”

      He took a deep breath. His sigh echoed off the metal walls. “I’m just going to come right out and say it.”

      She groped for his hand. “Whatever problem you’ve got, Mike, we’ll work through it. I’m here for you. I will not withdraw my love simply because you’ve got a problem.”

      “Do you mean it, Sophia?”

      “Yes.”

      “You say that now....”

      “I’m serious. Please, please just don’t lie to me.”

      “That’s exactly the problem, Sophia.”

      “What do you mean?” Alarm spread through her, rattling the foundation of her self-confidence.

      “I’ve been lying to everyone.”

      “Everyone?” True fear gripped her now. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m not who you think I am.”

      Confusion clouded her mind, cooling her passion. “Who are you?”

      “I’m a liar and worse.”

      “Worse?” She clasped a hand to her chest. Oh no, oh no, oh no.

      “I’m a spy.”

      A spy? Sophia furrowed her brow. “I don’t understand. Do you mean like espionage?”

      “More like corporate recognizance.”

      Huh? Had the bottom dropped out of the elevator? Was she free-falling through nothingness? What was happening? One minute she was in utopia, kissing the man she loved, the next minute he was telling her that he was a spy.

      “Who are you?” she asked softly.

      “Sophia, you really haven’t guessed by now?”

      “No.” She had no idea what he was talking about, but all her senses were tingling.

      “Think about it, Sophia. Who do I sound like?” His voice suddenly changed. Gone was the slow, seductive drawl of Mike the handyman and in its place was the firm, commanding tones of Rex Michael Barrington.

      “Oh, no!” she gasped and plastered a palm across her mouth.

      “Yes,” he said grimly. “I’m your boss.”
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      Mike had lied to her!

      No, not Mike, Rex.

      The ramifications sledgehammered Sophia. Over the past several months that she had been working for Rex, thinking he was in Brazil, he’d been right here under her nose the whole time.

      Watching her. Leading her on. Spying on her.

      He’d seen her romantic doodles. He’d heard her tell Amber she wanted to marry him. She’d told him she felt sorry for Rex and the empty life he led.

      Shame burned her cheeks. This was so embarrassing.

      Well, hadn’t he asked for it by hiding his true identity? By sneaking around, hadn’t

      Rex laid himself open to hearing unflattering things? She had no reason to be ashamed.

      Other memories flashed through her mind. The motorcycle ride, the night he’d stayed late with her and they’d ordered pizza. How he’d told her he was coming to the company picnic and had instead shown up as Mike. How they’d competed in the three-legged race together. How they’d waited at the hospital for the birth for Amber and Heath’s baby.

      Of all the audacity! Was everything about him a lie?

      Anger replaced her chagrin. He was unbelievable.

      Still, she did not want to it to be true. Yes, she’d thought they resembled each other, but there were a lot of differences too. “But your hair is almost black, and Rex’s hair is—”

      “Dyed it.”

      “Your eyes are green, his are brown.”

      “Colored contacts.”

      “Your nose isn’t the same as his. Don’t tell me you had plastic surgery just to spy on your employees.”

      “The picture on the website is ten years old. My nose got shattered in an oil field accident a few years back.”

      “So, it is true.”

      “Yes, Sophia, but that doesn’t change my feelings for you. The question is, does it change your feelings for me?”

      “You... you’re...” Sophia sputtered, unable to think of a word to describe his underhanded behavior.

      Suddenly, the elevator lights came on, blinding them.

      Sophia blinked. She was still on her knees, clutching both hands into tight fists at her sides.

      Mike.

      No, Rex was sitting inches in front of her, his hair mussed, the buttons missing from his shirt, her lipstick imprinted on his cheek and chin.

      “I’m sorry, Sophia,” he murmured. “I never meant for things to turn out this way.” He got to his feet and held out his hand to help her up.

      Feeling betrayed, Sophia pushed aside his hand and staggered to her feet. An apology would not right his wrong, nor mend her broken heart. In her book, Rex had committed the ultimate sin. He had lied about who he was. Just as her father had lied to her mother. How could she ever trust this man again?

      Sophia gulped and glanced away. She couldn’t bear to look at him. Didn’t dare consider that she had almost made love to him in the elevator. If he hadn’t stopped it.... Her mother had been right. Men weren’t to be trusted.

      And Rex Barrington was the lowest of them all.

      She panted. Her blouse was still unbuttoned. Her bra hung unhooked, and her skirt twisted. With trembling hands, she tamed her wild clothing.

      Just as she buttoned the last button, the elevator door slid open.

      She peered out to find Thurgood Barrington, Mildred Van Hess, Jannette, and Stanley Whitcomb staring back at her.
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      Later that night, her mother knocked lightly on her bedroom door. “Sophia, are you all right?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” Sophia sniffled into her pillow.

      “Honey, please let me come in. I hate to see you hurting this way.”

      “You’re just going to say I told you so.”

      “Sophia, really, do you think I’m that unkind?”

      Sighing, Sophia got off the bed and opened her bedroom door. Her mother wheeled into the room, concern etching wrinkles across her forehead.

      She held out her arms. Sophia sank to her knees in front of the wheelchair and let her mother cradle her against her chest.

      “It’ll be okay, baby,” Jannette soothed, patting Sophia’s hair. “I promise.”

      “You were right,” Sophia said. “Mike caused me trouble. I was such a fool not to listen to you.”

      “Listen, sweetheart, don’t be ashamed. You did nothing wrong. You loved with all your heart, and that’s a good thing. Unlike me, you’re not afraid to open yourself up to love.”

      “I should have been. I got hurt.”

      “No. I was wrong. I’ve been hiding out most of my life, trying to avoid getting hurt. I instilled that same fear into you, but you were brave enough to take a chance. Be proud of yourself, Sophia.”

      “Wow,” Sophia said. “I never thought I’d hear you say that.”

      Her mother looked contrite. “I know, it’s an about-face for me.” A modest smile curled the corner of her lips. “But ever since I met Stanley, I’ve been thinking a lot. He’s such a sensible man. Honest and sincere and kind. I’ve met no one quite like him.”

      “Mom?” Sophia stared. “What are you saying?”

      Jannette waved a hand. “Stanley and I are just friends…for now. But he’s the first man I’ve felt comfortable talking to since I was a teenager. That’s a pretty sad thing to admit when you’re forty-six years old. I understand now how I’ve let bitterness run my life for too long. I let one bad experience color my entire outlook toward men and romantic relationships. I hurt myself, and I hurt you too.”

      “Mom, you don’t know how long I’ve waited to hear you say that.” Sophia squeezed her mother tightly. “I’m happy for you. Mr. Whitcomb is a great guy.”

      “Yes, he is, but enough about me. What’s this about Mike being an undercover boss?”

      “It’s true,” Sophia said glumly. “He dyed his hair and got colored contacts and went undercover as the handyman, spying on the employees.”

      “It makes sense though. He’s been out of the country for ten years. Few people would recognize him. What better way to check on the company he is about to take over from his father?”

      “Mom! He lied to me.”

      “Do you love him, Sophia?”

      “How can I? I don’t know who he is. I feel so stupid.”

      “Not stupid. You were following your heart.”

      “And it led me down a dead-end road.”

      “You’re twenty-nine years old, Sophia. You should know that it’s okay to make mistakes. That’s how you learn.”

      “Boy.” Sophia shook her head. “When I make mistakes, I make them big. And I still don’t know that I learned the lessons.”

      “I was wrong in the way I raised you,” Jannette said. “I was much too rigid and judgmental. I see that now.”

      “Sometimes you were.” Sophia chuckled. “I still remember the first guy I ever went out with.”

      “Clark Clarke.” Jannette smiled. “He had carrot-red hair and ears like a stop sign.”

      “But I had a huge crush on him.”

      “I know.” Jannette raised her eyebrows. “It terrified me you that you’d go all the way with him. Remember, I was only a year older than you were then when I got pregnant with you.”

      “You told Clark if he didn’t have me home by ten o’clock, you’d come after him with a kitchen knife.”

      “I was over the top, caught up in my fears for your future.”

      “Clark never asked me out again.”

      “I’m so sorry, Sophia. I was not always a good mother.” Jannette stroked her hand.

      “Oh, Mom, my childhood was fine. You did the best you could, and I appreciate you so much.”

      The tightness around her mother’s eyes relaxed. “Really?”

      “We might not have had a lot, but I always knew you loved me.”

      “I do love you so much. You’ll never know how much until you have children of your own.” Tears misted Jannette’s eyes.

      Sophia kissed her mother’s cheek. “Thank you for everything you did for me.”

      Jannette smiled sadly and shook her head. “What are you going to do about Mike…um…Rex?”

      “There’s no way I can stay on as his assistant. Not after this. The problem is, Barrington Oil and Gas is the best employer in Presidio County. I won’t pull down the kind of money I make anywhere else in Rascal.”

      Misery gnawed at her. She still loved Mike. No matter how deceitful he might be, she could not easily discard her feelings. But how could she continue to work for a man who’d lied and spied?

      “But you love your job,” Jannette protested.

      “I’ll find something else.”

      “Are you sure about this? Take your time. Think it over. Can you stay at Barrington and just work in a different department?”

      “Mom, I simply can’t be around Rex. I’ve decided. Tomorrow morning, I’m turning in my resignation.”
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      Rex had blown it.

      Big-time.

      Actually, a nuclear bomb would have done less damage to his heart than the graceless way he’d revealed his true identity to Sophia. He’d handled the situation poorly. He couldn’t blame her if she never spoke to him again.

      He should have told her sooner. It had been a mistake to wait so long.

      Rex drove his motorcycle through the TransPecos night, the warm arid winds rippling over his skin. It was three o’clock in the morning, and he’d been riding since leaving the building after that embarrassing episode in the elevator.

      He saw now that going undercover had been underhanded. It didn’t matter that his intentions had been to build a stronger workforce. His deception had hurt Sophia.

      Swallowing against the fierce ache enveloping him, Rex revved the engine and spurred the motorcycle faster down the desert road, his headlights cutting a thin slice of light through the darkness.

      As a businessman, he was accustomed to taking calculated risks and mostly having them pay off. But this time, when he’d become Mike the handyman, he’d gambled big and failed miserably.

      And he’d crushed Sophia’s soul.

      Sophia was such a tender, loving person. She deserved to be cherished, treated with love and respect. Instead, he’d manipulated her for his own end.

      It was not an attractive thing to admit about himself. In his insecurity, he had damaged the woman he loved. His inability to trust had caused his downfall. His father had been right all along.

      That’s it, Barrington? A voice that sounded an awful lot like his alter ego Mike the handyman whispered. You will give up on Sophia just like that?

      “What can I do?” he growled under his breath. “She doesn’t want me.”

      You could change. Stop being all about work. Find a balance.

      Hope flickered inside him. Maybe he could convince Sophia to give him a second chance.

      There was only one way to find out.

      Making a U-turn, Rex headed the Harley for home.
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      At eight o’clock the following morning, Rex walked into the employee break room to grab a cup of coffee before calling a staff meeting and announcing the official arrival of Rex Michael Barrington from Brazil.

      “Surprise!”

      Stunned, Rex stared.

      The break room was packed with people sporting party hats and brandishing noisemakers.

      On the wall behind the coffeemaker was a large banner proclaiming: We’ll Miss You, Mike. A multilayered chocolate cake sat on the table spelling out Farewell, Mike in cream frosting.

      A lump formed in his throat.

      Ah, jeez. He’d never expected this. A going-away party for his alter ego. Gulping, he searched the crowd for Sophia.

      She wasn’t there.

      “Hey, buddy.” Liam clapped him on the shoulder. “You sure look surprised.”

      “I am.”

      “Come on in,” Sienna invited, ushering Rex across the threshold. “Have a piece of cake.”

      “It will be awfully lonesome around here without you,” Polly said.

      “We got you a present,” Jeff offered, holding shiny new handlebars for Rex’s motorcycle, with a bright-red bow tied around them. “We wanted you to have something to remember us by.”

      Guilt heaped on top of more guilt. Overwhelmed by their generosity, Rex could say nothing. He accepted the handlebars Nick thrust at him.

      “Speech, speech,” someone called out.

      “I... I can’t accept this,” Rex said.

      The door opened, and Sophia entered the room, her arms crossed over her chest, her blue eyes sparking.

      Rex had seen no one so beautiful, so sexy in his entire life. He had to tell everyone the truth. Here. Now. With Sophia as a witness.

      “Don’t be silly,” Jeff said. “We all chipped in.”

      Huh? Rex blinked. He’d been so busy staring at Sophia he’d forgotten where he was.

      “It’s our way of showing how much we love you, Mike,” Polly added.

      Rex locked eyes with Sophia, searching for her reaction. Bravely, she did not flinch or blink.

      He cleared his throat and spoke firmly. “I can’t accept your generous gift for two reasons. First, I’m not quitting.”

      A shout of glee went up from the group.

      “That’s great,” Liam said.

      “We knew you couldn’t leave us,” an employee at the back of the room shouted.

      “You can keep the gift anyway,” Jeff insisted. “A token of our esteem.”

      “When I finish what I’ve got to say,” Rex said. “I hope I’ll still have your esteem.” He stared at Sophia.

      She didn’t drop her gaze, but she nodded.

      Everyone quieted. They looked from him to Sophia and back again. The tension was palpable.

      He longed to take her into his arms, to block out what was happening, declare his love for her in front of everyone. He ached to kiss those lips, to run his fingers through those gorgeous blond curls, to hold her tightly and never ever let her go.

      Momentarily breaking eye contact with Sophia, Rex glanced around the room at his friends and coworkers. “I’ve got an announcement to make.”

      No one spoke.

      He took a deep breath and braced himself for fallout. “I’m your new CEO, Rex Michael Barrington.”
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      Sophia’s gut torqued. Painfully, miserably. In her purse sat her resignation letter. Final and conclusive. Declaring that her work for Barrington Oil and Gas had ended.

      Tears collected at the corners of her eyes. Determined not to let Rex see her cry, she spun on her heel and raced from the break room.

      “Excuse me, please let me through,” Rex said.

      He was coming after her!

      Pulse pushing against her veins, urging her faster, Sophia bolted down the hallway.

      “Sophia!” His shoes slapped against the tile, echoing in the corridor.

      Should she run for the safety of her office or the parking lot? In her office, she’d be cornered. The parking lot offered a clean getaway.

      But no matter how tempting the parking lot might be, she couldn’t run away from this. No matter what other faults she might possess, Sophia was not a coward. Eventually she had to face him.

      Abruptly, she stopped outside the elevator. The very elevator where they had been so intimately trapped the night before. The elevator where she’d discovered the truth—that the man she loved was a deceitful liar, accustomed to manipulating people for his own purposes.

      Exactly the sort of man her mother had warned her about.

      She forced herself to breathe slowly.

      “Sophia!” His footsteps slapped against the tile floor.

      Calmly, she extracted the envelope from her purse and turned to face him. Schooling her features to nothing, Sophia raised her chin.

      “Good morning, Mr. Barrington.”

      “Sophia, we’ve got to talk.”

      He looked so sad, so disheveled with his hair mussed and his tie askew that Sophia had to bite her lip to bolster her resolve. She couldn’t allow his vulnerability to sway her. This man was not what he appeared to be.

      On any level.

      “There’s nothing left to say.” She handed him the envelope.

      “What’s this?”

      “My resignation.”

      “Sophia,” he said. “You can’t quit your job over me.”

      “It’s a free country.” She tossed her head, praying her voice would not crack from the weight of her emotions. “I can do anything I wish.”

      “You need your job to support your mother.”

      “Don’t worry about us. We’ll survive.”

      “Please,” Rex said. “I know things will probably never be right between you and me, but you can’t quit. You’re too good an employee. Losing you would be a blow to Barrington Oil and Gas.”

      “No one’s irreplaceable. Especially me. You’ll find someone else,” she said.

      How much it took for her to stare into those green eyes and remain solidly committed to her course of action! She wanted to forgive him, but how could she? If he would lie to her about his very identity, he would lie to her about anything. She simply could not be with a man she couldn’t trust.

      “I understand that you no longer feel comfortable as my assistant, but that doesn’t mean you can’t continue to work for the company. You’re so smart. You could become an executive yourself.”

      She had loved working here, had made many friends. It would be hard to leave. “I can no longer even remain in the same building with you. Not after the way you tricked me.”

      “Sophia, I’m so sorry.” Rex reached out for her, but she shied away.

      “No.”

      There was no mistaking the hurt in his eyes, but he nodded. “All right, I understand, but I had to try.”

      From down the hallway, Sophia could see several people poking their heads out of the break room. This was turning into a circus.

      “I could recommend you to one of our other branches,” Mike offered. “Or our headquarters in Houston.”

      “My answer is still no. Please consider my resignation effective immediately.”
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      “Sophia,” her mother called out from the other room, “there’s someone here to see you.”

      Rex?

      Her crazy heart leapt with joy then just as quickly plummeted. For the last three days, her spirits had ridden the same wild roller coaster ride, one moment hopeful for the future, the next plunged in deep despair.

      Sophia opened her bedroom door. “I don’t want to see anyone.”

      “It’s not Rex,” her mother said.

      “Oh. Okay. Just a minute.” She darted to the bathroom to put on some lipstick. Her eyes were puffy and red from crying.

      She’d never been so miserable. How long would it take for the hurt and betrayal to go away? How long before she could sleep at night? How long before she could eat more than a few bites at mealtimes? How long before she stopped seeing Rex’s face every time she closed her eyes? How long before she forgot about his kisses and the feel of his hands on her skin?

      Taking a deep breath, Sophia forced herself to greet her guest. To her surprise, she found Mildred Van Hess sitting on the sofa chatting with her mother.

      “Hello, Sophia,” Mildred said.

      “Nice to see you, Mildred.”

      “I’ll leave you two alone,” Jannette said and wheeled herself from the room.

      “Have a seat.” Mildred patted the sofa cushion beside her.

      Tentatively, Sophia sat. “Did Rex send you?”

      “No, he did not. He has no idea I’m here, but I think you should see this letter of recommendation he wrote for your file.”

      “Mildred,” Sophia said. “This will not change my mind about anything.”

      “Please, just read it.” Mildred held out the letter.

      Hesitantly, Sophia took the envelope Mildred passed to her. Her fingers shook slightly as she opened it and began to read.

      To Whom It May Concern,

      For the past five months, Sophia Shepherd has been employed by Barrington Oil and Gas. Her work has been excellent, her organizational skills impeccable. Ms. Shepherd is kind, considerate, hardworking, and dedicated.

      But most of all, she is a moral person who holds herself and others to the highest standards. She is trustworthy, honorable, open, and sincere. In the past five months as my assistant, she has taught me a lot about people…and myself. Most of all, I have learned from her the importance of honest and open communication. We will sorely miss her at Barrington Oil and Gas.

      Sincerely, Rex Michael Barrington

      Tears burned the back of her eyelids, but Sophia willed them not to trickle down her cheeks and soil the paper. She’d never read such a glowing recommendation letter. And all the personal stuff! How she’d taught him the importance of honesty.

      “It came as quite a shock to most of the employees when they learned that Rex and Mike were the same,” Mildred murmured. “Just as it did for you.”

      “I’m sure everyone felt deceived and spied upon.” It must have been hard for Rex too.

      “Some yes. Others were glad to have a boss that was interested in the inner workings of the corporation. Rex apologized for his deception. He realizes now it was the wrong approach. He’s changed, Sophia. He’s not consumed with work the way he once was. He’s changed because of you.”

      “I’m not sure I believe that.”

      “He’s lost without you.” Mildred crossed her legs at the ankle. “When I come into the office in the mornings, I catch him staring out the window with the saddest expression on his face. He sits like that for hours. He avoids taking calls, and he cancels appointments. Thurgood can’t retire as long as Rex is in this shape.”

      Mildred’s words tore at her heart.

      “I’m sorry for that,” Sophia murmured.

      “Maybe if you knew more about Rex’s background, you’d better understand why he did what he did.”

      “You don’t have to make excuses for him, Mildred.”

      “I’m not making excuses, Sophia. I’m giving you the facts.”

      “All right,” Sophia said. She leaned back against the sofa and waited for her to continue.

      “The Barringtons weren’t always wealthy. In fact, at one time they were quite poor. But Thurgood had dreams and ambitions. When Rex was five years old, Thurgood bought a small chunk of land in the Permian Basin, and he struck oil. Over the years, there were many moves as Thurgood chased oil booms and grew his wealth.”

      Sophia listened. In her mind’s eye, she could see Rex at age five. She imagined that even then he possessed a killer grin.

      “Rex had a hard time leaving his grandparents and home behind. As a studious young boy, he was quite shy and did not make friends easily. Thurgood was gone so much; he rarely saw his sons. Rex became very close to his mother.”

      Sounds like me as a kid, Sophia thought, surprised to discover they had a lot more in common than she thought.

      “Soon the business mushroomed, and Thurgood became wealthy beyond his wildest dreams. He showered gifts and toys on Mark and Rex to make up for not being there for them.”

      “Rex must have felt abandoned by his father.”

      “Yes. Thurgood missed so much of his sons’ early years. He didn’t attend baseball games or spelling bees. He missed birthday parties and Boy Scout meetings. He was too busy building his empire. To Thurgood, amassing a fortune for his sons’ futures was more important than playing catch in the backyard. It was only later that Thurgood realized what precious moments he’d lost.”

      Money.

      It was as much of a problem as a solution. For the first time, Sophia realized she’d had something money could never buy. Her mother’s constant love and attention.

      “Kids wanted to be Rex’s friend only because he had so many toys. It wasn’t long before

      Rex began distrusting everyone’s motives,” Mildred continued. “Then, when he was a seventeen,

      Rex rebelled. He and Thurgood had a big argument over Thurgood’s workaholic ways, and he took off on his motorcycle. He bummed around for a while, and then he met Erica.”

      “Who was Erica?”

      “A scheming little gold digger. But Rex didn’t realize she knew who he was and had set

      herself up to marry him. He fell deeply in love.”

      “What happened?” Sophia asked, her chest squeezing tight. It did explain a lot. Why Rex had gone undercover in his own company. Why he had thought her a gold digger. Why he hadn’t trusted her enough to let her get to know the real Rex Barrington.

      “Rex eventually found out about Erica when he caught her with his best friend, and he broke things off. At about the same time, they diagnosed his mother with cancer. It was heartbreaking.” Mildred cleared her throat and blinked. “His mother made Rex promise to mend fences with Thurgood. He did it, of course. I suppose he decided that since he’d lost everything he’d ever loved, he might as well throw himself into the business. It helped him deal with his grief, but it hurt him, too. He’s kept himself buried in work for too long and became a carbon copy of his father.”

      “Thank you for telling me this. I do understand Rex better, but it changes nothing. Honesty is important to me, and he lied.”

      “Are you really so unforgiving, Sophia?”

      Mildred’s question took her by surprise. “I...”

      Was it true? Was she like her mother, holding a grudge when she should forgive?

      “I understand sticking to your guns and being true to what you believe in, but Rex is such a good man,” Mildred continued. “He’s got so much love inside him; he’s just afraid to give it. That’s why he’s always driven himself so hard. To avoid his emotions. I think he feels if he ever slows down, he’ll realize how empty his life has become. He needs you, Sophia. More than you can ever know. Give him another chance. For both your sakes.”

      Mildred’s plea touched her. Sophia had never heard the stoic executive assistant beg anyone for anything. But she wasn’t making the request for herself. She was doing it for Thurgood, and Rex.

      “I don’t know.” How she wanted to say yes! But she couldn’t get her hopes up only to have them dashed again. It hurt too much to hope.

      “At least talk to him, Sophia. What could it hurt? Rex knows he’s in the wrong, but he fears you’ll reject him again if he comes to you. Go to him, Sophia. You owe it to yourself to find out if he could be the love of your life.”
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      Sophia could barely contain her grin as she slipped into the outfit she’d rented at a costume store. It was a handywoman outfit, complete with a pink toolbelt and pink-handled tools.

      Her heart thudded a mile a minute. She changed clothes in the ladies’ restroom in the lobby of the Barrington building. Pulling the cap that said Handywoman down low over her brow, she picked up a large cardboard box of air filters she’d brought with her and carried it to hide her face.

      Taking deep breaths to calm her jangled nerves, Sophia took the elevator to the fifth floor. The same elevator where she and Rex had spent their last night together. She glanced at the floor, recalling their passionate embrace. The memory washed over her, tightening the lump in her throat.

      It scared her. A lot. Going out on a limb for love wasn’t for cowards.

      But she loved Rex.

      And Mike!

      Yes, she loved both sides of him. The hardworking, sensible provider and the fun-loving, motorcycle-riding wild man.

      She got off the elevator and walked past Mildred’s office.

      “Wait just a minute, miss, you can’t go in there.” Guard dog that she was, Mildred got to her feet.

      Sophia turned, met Mildred’s steady gaze, and winked. The look of surprise crossing the older woman’s face dissolved into delight.

      “Go right on in.” Mildred grinned.

      Shouldering the box higher, completely blocking her face from Rex’s view, Sophia pushed open the door to his office and peeked around the package.

      His chair swiveled facing the window and his back was to her. He cradled the back of his head with his palms, his elbows poking out. She lowered the box a little.

      “I’m here to change out the air filters,” she drawled, trying hard to imitate the pace of the voice he’d used while playing the role of Mike the handyman.

      “Come back later,” Rex said without even turning around.

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Gotta have everything shipshape for the upcoming inspection. I need to get to those A/C vents, sir.”

      “Oh, for crying out loud.” Rex grunted, spun around in the chair, and got to his feet.

      She moved toward him. He still hadn’t looked her in the face. Her mouth went suddenly dry. Her breath hung in her lungs. Sudden doubt filled her. What if her costume angered him?

      Don’t be ridiculous. Sophia had never seen him get angry, either as Mike or Rex. Still, she felt self-conscious and uncertain.

      “Give me the filter,” he said. “I’ll change it.” His fingertips grazed her hand as he reached for the box of filters.

      Awareness shot through Sophia like an electrical shock.

      “Hey,” he said. “What gives?”

      “Yes?” Her heart jerked.

      “The facility inspection isn’t until January.” That’s when he finally looked at her face.

      Sophia raised her eyes to meet his gaze. Those dark-brown eyes pinned her to the spot. Her hands trembled with excitement and anticipation.

      “Sophia,” Rex whispered and dropped the box on his desk.

      Sophia grinned and adjusted her hat. “No,” she said. “I’m Sadie the handywoman.”

      His grin matched hers. “How handy are you?”

      “Very handy,” she teased. “But don’t get too used to me being around. I’m footloose and fancy-free. Never in one place very long.”

      “Hmm.” Rex stroked his chin with a thumb and index finger. “I’m not sure I believe you. You look a lot like my former assistant, Sophia Shepherd.”

      Sophia waved her hand. “Oh, her? No, she’s gone forever. Too judgmental. Too unforgiving.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      “It’s true.”

      “I think you’re Sophia.”

      “Nope. Not me.”

      “There’s only one way to know for sure.”

      “How’s that?” she breathed.

      “I’m gonna have to kiss you.”
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      Could it be? Had Sophia returned to give him another chance? Hope leapt in his chest.

      Rex reached out and took both her hands in his and drew her closer. “Let’s see if we can find out what happened to my Sophia.” Gently, he removed her hat. Blond curls tumbled free, cascading about her shoulders. She was so beautiful; she took his breath away. And the comical way she’d dressed in a pink handywoman costume—how clever.

      “You look like Sophia.”

      “I’m not.” Sophia notched up her chin. “She’s too insecure.”

      “No, she’s tough and strong. A woman who has high principles and sticks to them. Let’s see if you taste like Sophia.” Enjoying the game, Rex hooked a finger under her chin and tilted her face.

      Tentatively, he lowered his head and brushed his lips across hers. Instantly, sparks flared through him.

      Ah. Chemistry.

      “Mmm, you taste like Sophia.”

      “Coincidence.” She breathed heavily, just as he was.

      Rex buried his nose in the curve of her neck, smelling the scent of sun and flowers. “You smell like Sophia.”

      “A common perfume.”

      “You’re telling me you’re a different person?”

      “Absolutely. I don’t care what kind of job a man has as long as he loves me.”

      “Really?” Rex scarcely dared to draw breath.

      “Really.”

      “Oh, Sophia.” He crushed her to his chest, then rained kisses on her eyelids, her nose, her cheeks. “You don’t know how I’ve longed to hear you say those words. Tell me the truth. What made you change your mind and come here?”

      “Mildred,” Sophia said. “She showed me the letter of recommendation you wrote. She told me about your childhood, the things that formed you. That’s when I began to understand.”

      “Understand what?”

      “That you were only trying to protect your heart. You were afraid of getting hurt. Of marrying someone who didn’t love you. But I love you, Rex. Both sides of you.”

      “Sweetheart, I love you more than words can say. Thank you for saving me from myself. Because of you, I took a long hard look at my life. You were right. I led an empty life.”

      “You just wanted to succeed.”

      “No, I used success as a cop-out. I made it the most important thing in my life when people are what should take center stage. You showed me so much, Sophia. Because of you, I’ve learned honesty is the best policy. I’ve learned to trust people until they prove themselves unworthy, not the other way around.”

      “You taught me a few things, too.”

      “Oh, yeah?” He smiled.

      “Yeah.”

      “Like what?”

      “You can’t judge a book by its cover. But I learned something even more important.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Money can’t buy happiness. Work can’t buy security. Things can’t buy safety. Only love and belief in yourself can bring peace of mind.”

      “We’ve got enough love to buy a lifetime of happiness,” Rex whispered. “You and me.”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you willing to put up with me for the next eighty years?” He brushed a lock of hair from her eyes.

      “What are you asking me, Rex?”

      “I think you know.”
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      Effervescent bubbles foamed inside her. Everything she’d ever wanted was coming true. She had a man who loved her. A man who would stick by her through thick and thin. A man who would put his love for his family before everything else.

      “I love you, Sophia. Will you marry me?”

      “Look inside the box.”

      “You want me to get out a filter?”

      “Open it and see.”

      With one hand around her waist, Rex leaned over and stripped the heavy brown tape from the box. He flipped back the lid and peered inside. His laughter filled the room as he grabbed handfuls of notes and tossed them in the air.

      A hundred slips of paper fluttered around them, drifting slowly to the floor. Written on every one were the words Mrs. Rex Michael Barrington.
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      “Do you, Sophia Denise Shepherd, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

      The words Sophia had waited a lifetime to hear rang joyfully in her ears. The scent of roses and orchids wafted up from her bouquet, enveloping them in a heavenly aroma. Trembling, she squeezed Rex’s hand and their gazes melded. Looking deep into his dark-brown eyes, she saw love so pure and lasting that tears threatened to stream down her face.

      “I do.” She spoke with no uncertainty in her voice.

      For she had found her place at last in the arms of a man who truly loved her. He was everything she had ever wanted, and more. So much more! Nothing could compare with the happiness surging through her chest, filling her with a warmth that promised to linger throughout the years ahead. Through bad times and in good. Through sickness and in health. She knew that no matter what happened, she could always count on Rex, for both fun and stability, to provide financially for their future children and to meet their emotional needs.

      Together they would find a happy balance between work and play. Together they would create the best marriage they could. A marriage born of chemistry and attraction, love and mutual respect, honesty and trust.

      “I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

      And then Rex was kissing her in front of all their friends and family to the accompaniment of cheers and applause.

      As they left the church, Sophia paused on the steps to throw the bouquet. She saw her friends gathered, her mother and Stanley, Amber and Heath with six-month-old Nathaniel. Sienna and Jeff. Polly and Liam. In the crowd, Sophia caught Mildred’s eye. Winking broadly, she tossed her the bouquet.

      Deftly, Mildred snagged it. Blushing, she turned to show her prize to her boss, Thurgood.

      “Looks like my father is headed down the aisle.” Rex chuckled near Sophia’s ear.

      “He and Mildred both deserve to be happy.”

      “As do we,” he said, taking her arm.

      They reached the bottom of the steps, and it surprised Sophia to see the Harley-Davidson parked beside a stretch limousine.

      “Which shall it be tonight, my love? Rex and champagne or Mike and beer?”

      “On our wedding night? Do you even need to ask?”

      Rex grinned. He didn’t have to ask. He knew his bride as well as he knew his own name.

      With a parting farewell, they climbed aboard the motorcycle and drove off into their dazzling and happy future.
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      Dear Reader,

      Readers are an author’s life blood and the stories couldn’t happen without you. Thank you so much for reading. If you enjoyed Dan, I would so appreciate a review. You have no idea how much it means!

      Clay, is the next book in the Texas Rascal series. You can preorder here.
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      I have also teamed with author Liz Alvin to write a brand new series, Handsome Devils. Please turned the page to read an excerpt from Handsome Rancher, the first book in the Handsome Devils series. You can order it here.

      If you’d like to keep up with my latest releases, you can sign up for my newsletter @ https://loriwilde.com/subscribe/

      To check out my other books, you can visit me on the web @ www.loriwilde.com.

      Much love and light!

      —Lori
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      As she studied him, standing near the entrance to the city council room, Megan Kendall couldn’t help thinking what a handsome devil Chase Barrett was. Everyone in the small town of Honey, Texas, thought so as well. With his drop-dead gorgeous looks and his handsome-devil smile, women fell for him like pine trees knocked down by a powerful tornado. Even Megan couldn’t claim to be immune. She and Chase had been good friends for over twenty years, and he still didn’t know she was madly in love with him.

      Yep, he was a handsome devil all right.

      “Picture him naked,” Leigh Barrett whispered to Megan.

      Stunned, Megan turned to stare at Chase’s younger sister. “Excuse me?”

      Thankfully, Leigh nodded toward the front of the room instead of in her brother’s direction. “The mayor. When you’re giving your presentation, if you get nervous, picture him naked.”

      Megan slipped her glasses down her nose and studied Earl Guthrie, the seventy-three-year-old mayor of Honey. When Earl caught her gaze, he gave Megan a benign, vague smile.

      “I don’t think so,” Megan said to Leigh. “I prefer to think of Earl as fully clothed.”

      Leigh giggled. “Okay, maybe that wasn’t such a hot idea after all. Let me see if I can find you someone else for you to think of naked.”

      “That’s not necessary. I’m not nervous.” Megan flipped through her index cards. Her argument was flawless, her plan foolproof. She had nothing to be nervous about. Besides as the head librarian of the Honey, Texas, Library, she knew every person in the room. This presentation would be a snap.

      But with puppylike enthusiasm, Leigh had already stood and was looking around. She hadn’t spotted her oldest brother yet, but Megan knew it was only a matter of time before she did.

      “Leigh, I’m fine,” Megan tried, but Leigh finally saw Chase and yelled at him to come over and join them.

      Chase made his way through the crowded room. The city council meetings usually drew a big audience, but Megan was happy to see even more people than usual had turned out to listen to her presentation of fund-raiser ideas for new playground equipment

      When Chase got even with Megan and Leigh, he leaned across Megan to ruffle his sister’s dark hair. Then he dropped into the folding chair next to Megan and winked at her. “Ladies, how are you tonight?”

      Megan tried to keep her expression pleasant, but it wasn’t easy. Ever since she’d moved back to Honey last year, pretending her feelings for Chase were platonic was proving harder and harder. At six-two, with deep black hair and even deeper blue eyes, he made her heart race and her palms sweat.

      “Don’t ruffle my hair, bozo.” Leigh huffed at Megan’s right, smoothing her hair. “I’m in college. I’m too old to have my hair ruffled.”

      To Megan’s left, Chase chuckled. “Squirt, you’re never going to be too old for me to ruffle your hair. When you’re eighty, I’m going to totter up to you and do it.”

      “You and what orderly?” Leigh teased. “And just for the record, I like Nathan and Trent much better than I like you.”

      “Oh, please.” Megan rolled her eyes at that one. Leigh loved all of her brothers, but everyone knew Chase was her favorite. When she was home from college, she always stayed with Chase.

      “I love you, too, squirt,” Chase said, not rising to his sister’s taunt Instead he nudged Megan. “You okay?”

      “I told her to imagine the mayor naked if she got nervous, but she doesn’t want to do that,” Leigh supplied.

      “I can see why not” Chase said. “Earl’s not exactly stud-muffin material.”

      “Oooh, I know what she should do.” Leigh practically bounced in her chair. “Megan, if you get nervous, picture Chase naked.”

      Megan froze and willed herself to stay calm. The absolute last thing she wanted to think about was Chase naked. Okay, maybe she did want to think of him naked, but not right now. Not right before she had to speak in front of a large portion of the entire town.

      “I don’t think so,” Megan muttered, shooting a glare at Leigh. The younger woman knew how Megan felt about her brother, and this was simply one more not-so-subtle attempt to get the two of them together. In the past few months, Leigh’s matchmaking maneuvers had grown more extreme.

      “I don’t think I’ll need to picture anyone naked,” Megan stated.

      On her other side, Chase offered, “Well, if you get flustered and it will make things easier for you, you go ahead and think of me naked Megan. Whatever I can do to help.”

      Megan knew Chase was teasing her, but suddenly she realized how many years she’d wasted waiting for him to take her seriously. She’d fallen for him when she’d moved to town at eight. Dreamed about him since she’d turned sixteen. And tried like the dickens to forget him when she’d been away at college and then later working at a library in Dallas for five years.

      But nothing had helped. Not even seriously dating a man in Dallas had helped. In her soul, Megan believed she and Chase were meant to be together.

      If only she could get him to notice her.

      “Hey there, Chase,” a smooth, feline voice fairly purred over their shoulders. “You’re looking yummy. Like an especially luscious dessert, and I positively love dessert.”

      Oh, great Megan glanced behind her. Janet Defries. Just what she needed tonight.

      Chase smiled at the woman half leaning on his chair. “Hey, Janet. Do you plan on helping Megan with her committee?”

      From the look on Janet’s face the only thing she planned on helping herself to was Chase, served on a platter. She leaned toward Chase, the position no doubt deliberate since a generous amount of cleavage was exposed. “Are you going to help with this committee, Chase? Because if you are, I might be able to pry free a few hours.”

      Yeah, right. Megan shared a glance with Leigh. They both knew Janet would no more help with the committee than dogs would sing.

      “I’d like to help, but it’s a busy time on the ranch,” Chase said.

      “Shame.” Janet slipped into the chair directly behind him. “I think you and I should figure out a way to spend some quality time together.”

      Her message couldn’t have been clearer if she’d plastered it on a billboard. Megan hated herself for wanting to know, but she couldn’t not look. She turned to see what Chase’s reaction was to the woman’s blatant come-on.

      Mild interest. Megan repressed a sigh. Of course. Janet was exactly the type of woman Chase favored. One with a high-octane body and zero interest in a lasting relationship.

      “Maybe we’ll figure it out one of these days,” Chase said, and Megan felt her temperature climb.

      Okay, so she didn’t have a drawer at home full of D-cups, but Megan knew she could make Chase happy. She could make him believe in love again.

      If the dimwit would give her the chance.

      Janet placed one hand on Chase’s arm and licked her lips. “Well, you hurry up, else I might decide to go after Nathan or Trent instead. You’re not the only handsome fella in your family.”

      Chase chuckled as he faced forward in his chair once again. “I sure am being threatened with my brothers tonight. But I’d like to point out that neither of them stopped by to lend their support, and I’m sitting here like an angel.”

      Leigh snorted. “Angel? You? Give me a break. You could make the devil himself blush, Chase Barrett”

      Chase’s grin was pure male satisfaction. “I do my best.”

      As Megan knew only too well. She’d watched him beguile a large percentage of the females in this part of Texas. Why couldn’t he throw a little of that wickedness her way? Just once, she’d like to show him how combustible they could be together.

      But even though she’d been back in Honey for almost a year, the man still treated her like a teenager. She’d just celebrated her twenty-ninth birthday. She wasn’t a sheltered virgin with fairytale dreams of romance. She was a flesh and blood woman who knew what she wanted out of life.

      She wanted Chase.

      After a great deal of commotion getting the microphone to the right level, the mayor finally started the meeting. Within a few minutes, it was time for her presentation. Megan stood, adjusting her glasses.

      “Remember, picture Chase naked if you get nervous,’’ Leigh whispered but not very softly.

      Megan was in the process of scooting past Chase, who had stood to let her by. She froze, standing directly in front of the man who consumed her dreams and starred in her fantasies.

      He grinned.

      “You know, I think I just may do that,” Megan said. “And if he gets nervous, he can picture me naked, too.”

      **

      Had to be the heat, Chase decided as he settled back in the wobbly folding chair. Or maybe the water. Either way, something was weird because Megan Kendall had just flirted with him.

      Leigh moved over to sit in the chair next to Chase. “You talk to Nathan or Trent today?”

      Chase glanced at Megan, who was straightening her notes, so he had a couple of seconds to answer his sister. “Nathan and all of his employees are working overtime trying to get that computer program done. Trent has a new officer who joined the force today, so he’s busy, too. You’re stuck with me.”

      Rather than looking upset, Leigh’s expression was downright blissful. “Megan and I are thrilled you’re here.”

      Through narrowed eyes, Chase studied his sister. She was up to something as sure as the sun rose in the East, and he’d bet his prize bull it had something to do with him breaking up her necking session with Billy Joe Tate last night

      “Whatever you’re doing, stop it” Chase told her. “It won’t work.”

      Leigh fluttered her eyelashes at him, feigning innocence. “Who me? I’m not up to anything. How could I be with you and Nathan and Trent on me every second of every day? I’m almost twenty-two, Chase.”

      “Spare me the melodrama. Just because I don’t want my baby sister having wild sex in a Trans Am in front of my house doesn’t make me a meddler.”

      Leigh snorted loud enough to make some of the ladies in the row in front of them turn to see what was happening. But Leigh, as usual, ignored everyone around her and barreled on.

      “If it were up to my brothers, I’d still be a virgin,” she actually hissed at him. “Thank goodness I decided to go away for college. No one in Austin has ever heard of the Barrett brothers.”

      Chase opened his mouth to say something but ended up gaping at his sister like a dead fish. He was still formulating what to say to Leigh’s pronouncement when Megan started her presentation.

      Good manners, drilled into him over the years, forced him to remain silent and listen to the speaker. But what in the blue bejesus was up with the women tonight? And why was he the lucky man who got to be trapped in the middle of it?

      And since when wasn’t Leigh a virgin? He glanced at his sister, who was nodding and smiling at Megan as she went over the reasons why the city park needed new playground equipment. He had to face facts. Their father had run off with a waitress when Leigh had been four. Their mother had died when Leigh had been eleven. She’d been raised by three older brothers who might have been strict with her but who did a fair amount of hell-raising on then- own.

      He should count his lucky stars that Leigh hadn’t made him an uncle already.

      But for crying out loud. He was all for liberated women, but did they all have to liberate themselves in front of him at the same time?

      He turned away from Leigh, but not before making a mental note to talk to her once more about safe sex and nice boys.

      Behind him, Chase could actually feel Janet Defries staring at the back of his head. No doubt she was planning all the things she could do to him if she had plastic wrap and an economy jar of mayonnaise.

      And then there was Megan. Frowning, he looked at her. She was carefully explaining how the city could build a large play castle like so many bigger cities had if they raised enough money and had enough volunteers. Her talk was going well, as expected, but Chase could tell she was nervous. They’d been friends for so long, he recognized the signs.

      He gave her an encouraging smile.

      And the look she gave back scorched him. Good Lord. She was picturing him naked.

      Before he could stop himself, before he could even think about how downright stupid it was, he found himself picturing Megan naked, too.

      And really, really liking what he pictured. Sure, a few times over the years, he’d turned the idea of Megan over in his mind. After all, she was attractive in a sedate sort of way. She had long ash-blond hair, pretty green eyes, and a slim body with just enough curves to keep a man interested. Sweet curves that would be soft to the touch, and silky to the taste and—

      Whoa. What in the blazes was he doing? Megan Kendall was one of his best friends, not to mention a woman who actually believed in things like love and marriage. He blinked, and mentally tossed a thick, woolen blanket over Megan’s naked body. That would be the end of that.

      “I think Chase should co-chair the committee with Megan,” Leigh announced, bringing Chase’s attention back to the meeting going on around him.

      He glared at Leigh. “What? I don’t have time to co-chair a committee.” He glanced at the city council, the mayor, and finally, at Megan. “Sorry. I’m too busy at the moment.”

      “Everyone is busy,” Earl said. “But you make time for something as important as this.” The mayor leaned forward. “Don’t you want your children to have a nice park to play in someday, Chase?”

      “I don’t have any children, Earl, and I don’t plan on having any.”

      He looked at Megan, whose expression could only be called sad. Great. Just great Now he’d disappointed her by saying he wouldn’t co-chair the committee. Well at least he’d found a way to get her to stop picturing him naked.

      “Hold on a minute here,” Leigh said. “It’s your turn to help, Chase Barrett. Trent’s the chief of police, so he does a lot for this town. And Nathan’s computer company supports practically everybody. I’ve volunteered at the senior center, and I’m coming back to town next fall to do my student teaching. It’s your turn to do something to help.”

      A slow, steady throbbing sensation started somewhere in the back of Chase’s brain. Leave it to his sister to put him in an awkward position. “I don’t have the time right now, Leigh. I’ll be happy to make a donation, though.”

      Megan’s expression softened. She forgave him. He knew she forgave him. Naturally sweet Megan would understand.

      Dang it. Now he felt lower than a rattlesnake’s rump.

      ‘‘What would it involve?” he half groaned, wanting to do whatever it took to get out of this room and away from these women.

      ‘‘It wouldn’t be much,” Megan told him. “Just help with the carnival and the auction. I’d only need a couple hours of your time for the next few weeks.”

      Like he believed that. A carnival and an auction sounded like a lot of work. “Why do we have to have both?”

      Leigh thwacked him on the arm. “Weren’t you listening? Megan explained that the carnival will bring in the people, then the auction will bring in the big money.”

      Chase frowned at his sister. “Oh.”

      “I’ll be willing to help on this committee if Chase is co-chair,” Janet said from over his shoulder.

      The throbbing in the back of his head grew more intense as several other single women in the room also agreed to help on the committee, that is of course, if he did, too.”

      “See there, Chase, you’re a popular guy. Lots of folks want to help out if you join in,” Earl said. He glanced at the members of the city council “I think this sounds like a great plan. Let’s take a vote.”

      Chase wasn’t surprised the council agreed with the mayor. What wasn’t to like? Everyone was happy except for him.

      ‘‘I never agreed to help,” he pointed out to Leigh after Megan gathered her things and headed back to sit down.

      ‘‘Oh, let it go, Chase. You’re like a neutered hound dog, going on about something that’s long gone,” Leigh said.

      A soft, sexy, feminine laugh floated around him, raising his body temperature. Who in the world... He turned, bumping right into Megan. The smile she gave him was so very unlike the Megan he’d known for years and years.

      Her smile was pure seduction.

      ‘‘Trust me, Chase is nothing like a neutered hound dog,” she said softly.

      The water. Something was definitely wrong with the water in this town.
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        FOLLOW THAT BRIDE!All Deannie Hollis had to do was woo and wed Brodie Trueblood to honor the promise she'd made her father. Regaining her birthright was all the feisty single gal had ever dreamed about. But never, in all those imaginings, had she considered what she would do if she actually fell in love with the sexy cowboy she had to marry - and couldn't keep!So, as the pianist played the wedding march for the third time and the preacher's eyes turned heavenward, the wedding guests waited for the bride to make her appearance. Would Deannie walk down the aisle or hightail herself to the nearest town�and hope that her own Texas Trueblood would find her? 
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