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      Who knew life after forty could get more exciting than the sparklers atop her decadent dark chocolate birthday cake?

      

      A series of lackluster boyfriends led Lily to the ultimate ex. Not only was he terrible in bed, but he told everyone in their small town that it was her fault. Struggling to be seen as successful as the first female mayor is hard enough, but the juicy rumors only give the patriarchy a good reason to keep her in her place.

      

      She’s turning forty, and tired of pretending that her ho-hum life isn’t lacking the important things: love, commitment, and some seriously intense orgasms.

      

      Finding success away from the family who’d hated him consumed John David’s life. He’s back in Black Wolf’s Bluff, but not to stay. He’ll use his skills as a real estate developer to transform the family estate that held his most hated memories into a high-end resort, the kind that would raise the profile of this backwoods town. He’ll need the help of the “lady mayor,” but in return, maybe he can teach her about more than five-star resorts and lavish lifestyles.

      

      He needs to remember he’s here to do a job, then get back to his real life, which doesn’t include lessons in small-town hospitality, quirky residents, or local politics…and definitely doesn’t include seriously intense orgasms with the “lady mayor” who’s nothing like he expected.

      

      Welcome to Black Wolf’s Bluff, where turning forty doesn’t mean your life is over. It might just mean the spark that can light up everything is right around the corner.
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      “What the fu—uh—freak are you listening to, JD?”

      John David Lane laughed at his friend’s fumble for words. Lincoln Young had no problem giving his friends shit, but if he was at his restaurant and there were women present, certain words weren’t leaving his mouth. And since he spent most of his life at the restaurant, it stood to reason that was where he’d called from.

      “Nice save,” JD said, thumbing the volume on the radio down and the call on his Bluetooth up. “And what do you mean, ‘what are you listening to’? U2 is classic.” It wasn’t Linc’s favored Def Leppard or AC/DC, but JD preferred to avoid aggravating the headache already banging around inside his skull.

      “According to that train of thought, so are we,” Linc grumbled.

      “And you’ll always be more classic than me; don’t forget that,” JD reminded him.

      The staccato sound of a knife hitting a cutting board filtered through the car speakers. Definitely at the restaurant, then. Linc was the executive chef at a restaurant with three Michelin stars, which was why he’d be taking the lead on food when their new resort was up and running. “I’m a year older, but thanks for rubbing it in my face constantly.” Linc’s muttered “asshole” was just loud enough for JD to hear.

      “A year older and a shit-ton grumpier. That’s what happens when you hit middle age.”

      Linc’s snarl rumbled through the car. “Keep it up and I’ll come down there on the next available flight and use this knife on you instead of this bok choy.”

      JD didn’t bother holding back his laughter at his friend’s expense. When he topped the next hill, that laughter choked off

      Black Wolf’s Bluff – 1 mile ahead.

      Almost there.

      As if he somehow sensed the tension rising in JD’s gut, Linc asked, “How much farther?”

      JD took his foot off the gas, slowing as he steered the car onto the exit ramp. “About five minutes from the city limits,” he finally answered. “I’m just pulling off the interstate now.”

      “See anything we can use?”

      He surveyed the area as he brought the car to a stop at the intersection at the end of the ramp. When the new resort was complete, most of their guests would be coming off the interstate at this exit, whether they arrived here from Asheville, North Carolina, Chattanooga, or Nashville, Tennessee. There were only so many major roads through the Smoky Mountains. And amenities along the way were as few and far between as the interstates.

      Unfortunately Black Wolf’s Bluff had been short on amenities when JD grew up here, and it didn’t look like that had changed. “I see a McDonald’s and a gas station.”

      The same McDonald’s and gas station, in fact, that he’d stopped at the morning he left this “one-horse town,” filling up his belly and his car on the way to Columbia Business School thirty years ago. His acceptance letter had been the first time his grandparents, who’d raised him, had ever shown pleasure at one of his accomplishments. That moment of pride hadn’t extended to helping him get settled at the university. At eighteen, he’d driven himself to New York alone. Settled in alone. Built his life alone.

      Well, not completely alone. He had his friends, the men who had become like brothers to him. He’d made a family for himself as much as he’d built a successful life for himself. New York was his home now. He’d never expected to return to the town that belonged to the family that hated him.

      “Don’t think our clientele are going to consider McDonald’s an amenity.”

      “Some people aren’t as much of a food snob as you are.” Though Linc had every right to be a food snob given his vocation. JD, on the other hand, wasn’t blessed with Linc’s skills in the kitchen. His friend’s snort of derision accompanied him as he crossed the road and pulled into the drive-through. Cuisine snobbery notwithstanding, he wasn’t planning a trek into Black Wolf’s Bluff proper until tomorrow. He’d stopped at the lawyer’s office in Nashville for the keys to the family mansion, but food wouldn’t be available until he scouted out a grocery store.

      McDonald’s it was.

      He’d have thought the area surrounding his childhood home might have built up, that things might’ve changed at least a little bit, but he should’ve known better. Nothing changed around here—at least until now. Now he was back, and everything would change. Whether the citizens of Black Wolf’s Bluff wanted them to or not. The resort JD and his friends planned to build would put Black Wolf’s Bluff on the map.

      Excitement thrummed in his veins despite the fatigue of traveling all day. A new project always did that to him, but this one… They’d been planning a resort like this for a long time; they’d just needed the right property to do it. JD’s inheritance had given them the land. Now they could get the project off the ground—after he got permission from the planning commission to begin construction.

      And he knew from past experience that planning commissions could be total dicks when it came to cooperation.

      The sounds of chopping knives, dishes rattling, and Linc barking orders at his sous chefs—and his sneer at JD’s dinner selection—filled the car as JD ordered and picked up his food. He pulled onto the rural highway again, headed northeast toward Black Wolf’s Bluff. Through his speakers, the slam of a door told him Linc had retreated to his office. “I wish you had let me come with you,” Linc said in the sudden quiet. “Or Carter. One of us should be there, at least.”

      JD couldn’t hold back a snort. “I’m fine.” He was; he wouldn’t admit otherwise, to himself or his best friend.

      “You say that now, but if you’re not fine, both of us are too far away to be there quick.”

      “Just get your bags ready. When I’ve got the planning commission eating out of my hand, you can swoop in and design your dream kitchen any way you like.” Black Wolf’s Bluff wouldn’t know what hit them when they got a taste of Linc’s cooking.

      “If you manage to get the planning commission eating out of your hand.”

      “And that’s why I’m meeting with Lillian Easton first thing in the morning. We’ve got a fantastic plan; you know we do. With the town mayor for support, hopefully we can get this project moving.” JD could be very persuasive when he put his mind to it. The lady mayor, as they’d taken to calling Mayor Easton, didn’t stand a chance.

      “I hope you’re right.” Doubt colored Linc’s words.

      “Of course I’m right. They don’t call me Mr. Charming for nothing, you know. This is my job. I do know how to do my job.” He might not want to be doing it here, in the place he’d left behind thirty years ago, but this opportunity was too good to pass up. “I’ll have panties dropping with my first steps into town, promise.”

      “Speaking of panties…”

      The words brought a groan from deep in his chest. The afternoon light became gloomier as he drove farther into the foothills, and he slowed as he racked his brain for the memory of the turnoff toward his family’s land. “Linc…”

      His friend, of course, ignored the warning. “So Carter said Alicia was going off on social media last night about men being assholes.”

      Shit. Exactly why he hadn’t been scrolling during the long wait at the airport this morning.

      “I take it she was referring to you.” Linc’s statement was flat, not a question.

      JD grunted. He really didn’t want to talk about his ex or hear about how much of an asshole he was for breaking things off. She’d known from the get-go that he enjoyed her, but he had never misled her into thinking he was looking for anything permanent. His career was his passion, not the women he dated. “She’d have been bored as hell down here anyway.”

      Linc’s silence screamed that he wasn’t buying that excuse. Since JD’s divorce in his twenties, when his career first started taking off, all his energy had been targeted toward work. Having a steady girlfriend made sex convenient, but he wasn’t going to invest long term and his friends knew it. He sure as hell made certain the women he dated knew it. A permanent family wasn’t for him. He had his brothers, and that was all he needed. Or wanted.

      “Someday some woman is going to knock you off your feet, bro. You won’t be able to walk away then.”

      “I’m a bit old for that to be happening, aren’t I?”

      “Forty-eight isn’t too old to find someone you care about, for fuck’s sake.”

      “It’s definitely too old to find someone. And to be a diehard romantic.” Which Linc was, gruff as he might seem. His tatted, buff-as-hell-despite-his-age friend was a widower, and losing his wife a few years ago hadn’t diminished his belief in love. JD couldn’t fathom having that much faith in anything. “I’ve yet to find a woman I couldn’t walk away from, and after this long, that’s the way it’ll probably stay.”

      He slowed and put his blinker on—not that there was anyone else on the isolated highway—as he approached the winding road that went up the mountain the Lane family owned.

      You mean, you own.

      Exactly.

      “You know what I can’t walk away from?” he asked Linc. “This project. Now get back to your kitchen and your bok choy and let me get up the mountain. I’ve got a lady mayor to impress tomorrow, and that means settling in and sleep. And shitty food.”

      Linc’s laugh was lost as JD clicked off the phone.
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      Lily Easton pushed open the door to Black Wolf’s Bluff’s only coffee shop, Wildwoods Brew, and winced when the sound of party horns blared from behind the counter. Every face in the shop turned to stare as she crossed the room to the counter where Claire, Maria, DeeDee, and several others stood cheering, and not because she’d shown up for her usual morning coffee run. No, they were making a big deal because today was her birthday. A big birthday.

      Her fortieth birthday.

      Not a day she wanted to shout from the rooftops. But she couldn’t stop a smile from curving her lips as her friends’ enthusiasm lifted her mood. In small towns like Black Wolf’s Bluff, everyone knew everyone else’s business, and though that hadn’t necessarily worked in her favor the past few years, today it made her feel loved.

      No matter how old she was.

      “Happy birthday!” her best friend, Claire, shouted as she reached the register. Her dark brown hair bounced above her shoulders in wild curls, echoing her enthusiasm as the staff continued to blow their brightly colored party horns.

      “Thank you!” Lily shouted, matching Claire’s perky tone.

      Claire stuck her tongue out like they were way back in elementary school, not mature women reaching birthdays with numbers they didn’t want to announce. “Hey, it’s my prerogative to make a big deal if I want to.”

      “Right?” Maria added. The owner of the coffee shop hurried around the counter to grab Lily in a big hug. “We can celebrate if we want to. And you should celebrate too, pana.”

      Lily returned her friend’s warm embrace, the scent of coffee and cream and mouthwatering pastries filling her lungs. “Thank you, Maria, really. Y’all have made my day special.”

      “And it’s just the beginning,” Claire said, piling onto the hug. “Wait till you see what I’ve got for your present.”

      “Is it a man?” Maria asked, brown eyes teasing. “I think that’s what she needs most, a man.”

      Lily groaned. “God, no. Please, let’s avoid the man talk today.” Her circle of friends had been trying to hook her up with blind dates for the past several months, teasing that if she didn’t use her lady parts for something, they were going to atrophy. Even assuring them she did just fine in that area on her own—better than any past boyfriend had managed, that was for sure—hadn’t convinced them to stop.

      Not that they knew many more men than she did. Small towns weren’t brimming with attractive, middle-aged men who weren’t already married, a sad fact for the ladies in the same category who’d dearly like to have more options.

      Besides, she knew her friends meant well, but her last experience with a steady guy was still haunting her, literally, every time she showed her face in town. Better to avoid those kinds of repercussions and stay single.

      Claire continued to bounce on her toes with excitement, the move putting her almost at eye level with Lily’s heel-enhanced height. “It’s not a man; it’s better!”

      Her friend released them to run back behind the counter, disappearing through the side door leading into the bakery. The two businesses shared a building right on Main Street, Maria whipping up the best coffees and cocoas, and Claire creating the most delectable pastries and confections to go with them. Hunger pangs rumbled in Lily’s stomach at the thought of what Claire might have cooked up for her as a special birthday treat.

      Maria released Lily as well and returned to her place behind the counter. “Speaking of treats, one mocha for Black Wolf’s Bluff’s lovely mayor, coming right up.”

      Lily rubbed her hands together in anticipation. “You know me so well.”

      “She knows you?” DeeDee asked. Maria’s daughter was just as sassy as her mama, and the arch of one eyebrow told Lily something big was coming. “Everyone in town knows you have the same thing for breakfast every morning: a mocha latte and egg muffins.”

      She gave the nineteen-year-old a wry grin. “Rude!”

      But true. She was stuck in a bit of a rut, wasn’t she? Was this what being forty did to a woman?

      The sound of the shop door opening prompted her to get moving, and she gestured toward the cash register. “Ring me up and stop judging.”

      DeeDee smirked. “You know I’m right.”

      “I admit nothing.”

      Before DeeDee could enter the sale, Maria appeared at the counter with a frothy mocha topped with whipped cream and chocolate shavings. “Hands off the register. Today’s on the house.”

      The scent of cocoa and coffee drew a moan from Lily even as she opened her mouth to protest. “Maria—”

      Her friend waved her off. “It’s your birthday. I’m not missing the opportunity to give you your first gift of the day.”

      “And I’m fixing to give you your second gift,” Claire called as she crossed over from the bakery. Lily gasped. In her friend’s clasped hands was a pastry box holding the biggest, most outrageous cupcake she’d ever seen. A luscious chocolate cake—and it would be luscious, Lily knew from past experience with Claire’s cakes—topped with a mountain of whipped chocolate buttercream. Scattered across the icing were shavings of white and dark chocolate and tiny silver balls, along with three tall sticks topped with chocolate stars. Two sparkler candles sizzled above it all, giving the confection a happy, bright look.

      “Holy crap! That thing must weigh a ton!”

      Claire gave her a wink. “Told you it was better than a man.”

      “Most men, anyway,” Maria said with her own wink.

      “Only the best for my chocaholic friend.” Claire set the cupcake on the counter.

      Lily felt her mouth water as she was inundated with the scent of the confection, and licked her lips. “That might take me a month to eat.”

      Maria hooted. “That’s what he said!”

      The sound of a masculine chuckle behind her had a blush heating Lily’s cheeks. “God, y’all hush.” She hissed the words but barely held back her chuckle as she scooped up the massive cupcake.

      Her friends just snickered as they drifted back to their workstations. Lily set her birthday treat to one side of the counter, retrieved her mocha, and moved out of the way of the register. Only then did she dare glance up from under her lashes, praying the man behind her wasn’t her ex or any of his friends. Embarrassed or not, she was actually enjoying her morning; she’d hate for that to be ruined by someone who went out of his way to wreck her day whenever they ran into each other.

      But it wasn’t Mason waiting behind her. In fact, it wasn’t anyone she’d seen before. She couldn’t have missed this man if she’d wanted to. Tall, broad-shouldered, and grinning, he was the epitome of sexy as he stepped up to the register. His dark hair was longer on top, clipped close on the sides, showing off a heavy sprinkling of gray at his temples that did remarkable things to her girlie parts. Light blue eyes sparkled with amusement as he glanced her way, and full lips curved enough to show a dimple in one cheek that literally made her heart flutter.

      Wow. Just…wow.

      Her gaze met his, and the heat in her cheeks intensified. She dropped her eyes to her mocha, praying her long bangs hid the blush.

      “Special occasion?” a deep voice asked.

      Startled, she glanced up. Instead of focusing on DeeDee, whose attention was raptly taking them both in from behind the register, the man was looking straight at her, laughter in his eyes. And that dimple…

      “Me?” she squeaked. Damn! Was she forty or fourteen?

      “You.” The dimple deepened as a chuckle escaped him. Fine lines fanned out from the corners of his startlingly gorgeous eyes, telling her he laughed often.

      “Er…yes. Birthday,” she managed to say.

      “Happy birthday.” A nod of his head indicated her enormous cupcake. “Bigger is better.”

      Was he flirting? Her gaze darted to DeeDee, a little desperate, then back to the stranger, who was waiting patiently for her response. She gulped, then cleared her throat. “Bigger cupcakes?”

      An inane question, but the man winked. “Cupcakes or…whatever.”

      Lily felt her knees go weak, and she grabbed on to the edge of the counter.

      Lord have mercy.

      He was flirting. She was forty years old, officially, today, and a handsome stranger had walked in off the street and was flirting. With her.

      Happy birthday to me?

      “Um… who doesn’t?”

      The urge to smack herself in the forehead was almost irresistible, but she managed somehow. No need to embarrass herself further. But the man proved he wasn’t put off when he laughed outright. Even more surprising, he stepped toward her, away from the register, and held out a hand. “John David Lane.”

      Oh God. John David Lane. Every citizen of Black Wolf’s Bluff knew the name of the town’s founders, the Lanes, but she hadn’t heard the name John David attached to the family in a very long time. Decades. The Black Wolf’s Bluff bad boy himself. And he was flirting with her. Just the thought was unreal, but the firm feel of his hand as she slid hers against it was most definitely real. “Lily Easton.”

      “Ah.” He didn’t let go of her hand, holding it casually in his, his thumb stroking the tender skin between her thumb and forefinger. “The lady mayor. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      She glanced toward DeeDee again, noticing that Claire and Maria had both wandered up to the register and were doing nothing to hide their avid interest. Lady mayor, Claire mouthed in her direction, eyes wide, brows lifted.

      Wow, Maria mouthed, eyes glued to John David.

      Wow was right. If her knees had felt weak before, that was nothing compared to how they felt now, with John David’s fingers caressing hers.

      She reluctantly pulled back, needing her head to clear if she wasn’t going to embarrass herself further. Not trusting her voice, she gave him what she hoped was a perfectly pleasant—and not at all lust-weak—smile.

      “I was just on my way to your office to see if you had time for a meeting this morning.”

      She felt her own brows rise at that. Needing something to do with her hands, she picked up her mocha. “Oh?” She hadn’t seen him around town or heard gossip about him being here, so he couldn’t have arrived more than a few days ago. And he wanted to meet with her? “What can I help you with?”

      “I think I can help you, actually.”

      She choked on the sip of coffee she’d taken as all the ways he could help her filled her mind. I just bet you could.
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      He was still picturing the blush that had lit up Lily Easton’s face at the mention of size preferences ten minutes later as they crossed the green surrounding the courthouse. The lady mayor’s arousal was certainly more interesting than the small stone building that occupied the center of the town square.

      A building he remembered, of course.

      Not well. He’d never been inside, had never done more than drive by as a child and teen, thirty years ago. As an adult he looked the place over with slightly jaded eyes, and though not as grand as many county courthouses throughout the South, he found the building did have a nostalgic charm he’d never noticed during the early years of his life, when he’d been preoccupied with far more important things than architecture.

      Lily led the way inside. The wide halls had been painted recently in a fresh light gray, and occasional plants softened the more utilitarian aspects of the traditional-office-building interior. Lily headed toward a bank of steel elevators, pushed the Up button, then waited quietly for their ride to arrive. Her smile had been a bit shy at the coffee shop when he’d flirted with her, but an assurance had settled on her shoulders as they’d crossed the lawn surrounding the courthouse, a transition from friendly, attractive female to authority figure that he respected.

      Of course now, trailing her down the hall, he couldn’t help admiring more than her authority. He’d expected the mayor to be far older, but if he had to judge, he’d say Lily was closer to her late thirties. And beautiful. Beautiful and interesting—a dangerous combination for him. He was here on business, not to get laid. No matter how much of a temptation Lily Easton presented.

      Work. That was his focus. Period.

      And still he caught himself eyeing the slender lines of her shoulders and back revealed by the short length of her curly blonde hair. As she walked ahead of him, the sway of her hips drew his attention to the round push of her ass in the sleek red dress she wore. And those red heels. He bit back a groan, trying to forget he’d noticed her lack of a wedding ring back at the coffee shop when she’d taken his hand.

      He shouldn’t be noticing. He shouldn’t be looking. But his self-control didn’t seem to extend to forcing his gaze anywhere but on her until they entered the double glass doors at the end of the hall with the word Mayor stenciled clearly across them.

      The reception area was carpeted, cushioning their footfalls as they approached the reception desk occupied by a tall, slender man in what JD guessed was his twenties. His blondish-brown hair and beard were neatly trimmed, his eyes warm as they came to rest on Lily before flicking to take JD in. JD gave him a nod, his own eyes narrowing at the admiration the younger man made no effort to hide when he returned his focus to the mayor.

      “Evan, meet John David Lane,” Lily said, gesturing his way.

      “Lane as in…”

      “The Lanes,” JD answered, his tone self-deprecating. Extending his hand, he smiled. “Nice to meet you.”

      They shook hands. “Evan has been my executive admin for a couple of years now,” Lily said. “I’d be lost without him.”

      She passed the box containing the enormous cupcake she’d been gifted at the coffee shop to Evan. “Would you mind putting this away for me while Mr. Lane and I have a quick meeting? And delay my lunch with Erin an hour or so? We shouldn’t take too long, and then I can get to those budget requests before I go.”

      Evan grinned down at the chocolate confection visible through the cellophane window in the box. “This is from Claire, isn’t it? Celebrating the big 4-0?” His high-five made Lily laugh, the sound sending a tingle down JD’s spine. “Happy birthday.”

      Her look turned sheepish as she thanked Evan, giving JD a side-eye at the same time. Self-conscious about her age? She shouldn’t be. JD enjoyed all types of women, but a bit of experience was always a plus.

      What was that he’d told himself, to stop thinking about sex and the mayor in the same sentence?

      He gave a mental eye roll at himself as he followed Lily into her office, where she rounded a sleek oak desk, opened a drawer, and deposited her handbag inside. Straightening to face him across the polished surface, she gestured to the chair in front of the desk. “So…you were saying you could help me, Mr. Lane?”

      “JD, please. My grandfather was Mr. Lane.”

      Sympathy softened the lines of her face. “Your grandparents were well-respected members of our community. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      He kept his face blank despite an unexpected surge of anger—not at the woman before him, but at the idea that his grandparents still held a “well-respected” reputation here in Black Wolf’s Bluff. Lily hadn’t said they were well loved. Money could buy respect—and his grandparents’ wealth certainly had—but it couldn’t make you matter to people. Virginia and Wallace Lane had never cared to learn that lesson.

      He cleared his throat. “Thank you.” Taking the proffered seat, he unbuttoned his suit coat and got comfortable. “As you may have guessed, my grandparents’ home and land has now passed down to me.” Only their stubborn need for the family name to continue had ensured that, he was certain, although the lawyer hadn’t said. Nor had he had any last communications from JD’s grandmother when JD stopped at the man’s office yesterday. If they could have passed it to anyone else, likely they would have.

      “I assumed. Of course the town has speculated about what would happen to the property. It’s been the Lane estate since your family founded Black Wolf’s Bluff over a hundred years ago. We weren’t sure if it would be sold or—”

      “No, I don’t plan to sell.” He crossed an ankle over the opposite knee and relaxed back in the armchair. “I run a real estate investment company in New York. As I’m sure you’re aware, the location alone makes the Lane property valuable. My plan is to develop the land into a five-star ski resort.”

      Lily’s eyebrows rose, but there was no other indication of her response to his announcement. He’d dealt with small-town politics and land development before and knew said development came with certain drawbacks. As mayor, Lily was no doubt fully aware of possible issues. She was either going to hate his plan or love it.

      “That’s certainly an interesting prospect for you.”

      “And for Black Wolf’s Bluff. Higher tax revenues, higher spending in town.”

      “Higher infrastructure needs. More crowding.” She grimaced then. “Have you tried to drive down the street in Gatlinburg or Pigeon Forge lately?”

      He hadn’t been in the South in over a decade, a fact he wouldn’t be revealing to the lady mayor. Instead he gave her his professional smile. “I understand not everyone will be receptive to the idea, which is why I’ve sought you out. The planning commission…”

      A shrewd understanding lit her expression. From permitting to zoning, the planning commission had the power to bring his project to a halt at any of a hundred points along its path. Any help he and his team could get navigating those muddy waters could save them months of wrangling—if Lily chose to.

      “A ski resort?”

      “The elevation here is certainly high enough for it. Skiing, snowboarding in the winter. Hiking in summer, maybe horseback riding. The land on my grandparents’ mountain extends into the valley on the opposite side from town and backs up to the Great Smoky Mountain National Park.”

      She was nodding absently as if facts she’d already known were coming together in a different way than they had before. “Helpful.”

      “There are also plans for a restaurant and brewery, both accessible to town, as well as cabins to supplement the main lodge.”

      “Your grandparents’ mansion will be the central lodge?”

      He shook his head. “The house will be used for staff. We intend to build a separate, much larger lodge.”

      She shifted in her seat slightly, her gaze going to the wall of windows along one side of her office. In the bright sunlight her hazel eyes sparkled with hints of gold. “That’s a lot of plans.”

      “It is.” He waited patiently, forcing his gaze to stay on hers rather than dropping to the pink bottom lip she worried between white teeth.

      Finally her gaze shifted back to meet his. “Also a lot of staffing. A restaurant alone, much less lodging and the outdoor concerns… You said you intend to house staff in the mansion. So you’ll be bringing them in from outside of town?”

      “Of course. I’ve already reached out to liaise with a few reputable firms in Asheville and Nashville in that regard.”

      Those pretty hazel eyes narrowed on him. “But not locally.”

      It wasn’t a question when, really, it should be. “Ms. Easton, surely you can understand that our supply and staffing needs will be far beyond what Black Wolf’s Bluff could possibly—”

      “What I understand is that you can use our town, but not the people in it.”

      He frowned. He was losing her, but he wasn’t sure why. She was an intelligent woman. She should understand this. Black Wolf’s Bluff was a one-horse—or one-McDonald’s—town. What could they provide that a five-star resort would need?

      “Certainly we’ll have some lower-level positions that would be appropriate for…”

      “Teens out of school for the summer?” She pursed her lips, clasped her hands, and leaned her elbows on her desk. “We have far more resources than a handful of teenagers, JD. Just because we choose to stay in a rural area doesn’t mean we don’t have valuable, even five-star-worthy skills to offer. The planning commission may very well put a halt to any proposals that could cause crowding and strain on Black Wolf’s Bluff. The least you could offer is a significant jobs investment in return.”

      He hadn’t truly considered the possibility of local skills. If he was honest, he hadn’t considered the people here much at all beyond a low-level resentment that they hadn’t known what terrible people his grandparents had been. He hadn’t even gone to school here—his grandparents had servants who’d driven him to private schools through elementary; then he’d been shipped to boarding schools until graduation and his move to Columbia. He didn’t personally know a single individual in town. Even his grandparents’ lawyer was located in Nashville.

      While he’d been considering her words, Lily also seemed to be doing some thinking. When she broke the silence, he jerked his focus from the desk to meet her gaze. “Your grandparents haven’t troubled themselves with the running of Black Wolf’s Bluff for several years, but I knew your grandmother’s death was bound to bring changes.” A sigh escaped her. “The Lanes have a reputation for being ambitious and accomplishing anything they set their mind to. I’ve had no time to research your company—though I’ll definitely be doing so—”

      He let a grin slip through. “Of course.” He retrieved a business card from his wallet and slid it across the desk.

      Lily took the card without glancing at it, tapping the edge of the thick paper against her desk. “That being said, I have very little doubt that you don’t know what you’re doing, JD. I’m not going to try convincing you not to build. But…”

      Lily stopped, considering him another moment. JD waited patiently for her judgment.

      “You said you could help me,” she finally said, “and I think you’re right. But not me; our town. But that’s not all. I think we can help you too.”

      She thumbed her computer on, pulled up a digital calendar, and spent a moment considering it. He held his breath. “The planning commission meets in one week.” She closed the program and swiveled back to face him. “Give me that week. Let me prove that the resources you need for your resort are right here, in Black Wolf’s Bluff. Whether you choose to make use of them is up to you, but if you give me this week, I think I can change your mind. And I’ll consider backing you when the planning board meets.”

      She stood from behind her desk and held out her hand. “Do we have a deal?”

      JD stood, anticipation thickening his blood. He thought it was anticipation of a challenge, but when he took Lily’s hand and their skin slid along one another’s, the surge settled in his groin, tightening his cock behind his zipper. Surprise had his grip tightening.

      Lily’s eyes widened, her gaze dropping to their joined hands. Her throat worked as she swallowed hard. “Well?” she asked, dragging her eyes back to his.

      This woman was dangerous—to his plans or his focus or both, he was no longer sure. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, wasn’t that how the saying went?

      He realized he was stroking the skin beneath his thumb, savoring its softness. This time he was the one who swallowed hard. “You’ve got a deal, Mayor Easton.”

      He just prayed he could keep it without giving in to the unexpected attraction between himself and the lady mayor.
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      Casa Blanca was quieting down from the lunch rush by the time Lily made it to her meet up with Erin. From across the restaurant, she caught sight of her friend at their usual table, her thick brown hair pulled back in a simple ponytail, her tall, athletic body encased in a flannel shirt that somehow didn’t make her look like a lumberjack, which was how Lily felt every time she wrapped herself in the comfy fabric. She held what was probably a margarita in her hand as she perused the menu, something both of them did every week when they met here, despite ordering the same exact thing every time.

      What was that DeeDee had said this morning about being stuck in a rut?

      As she approached their usual table, Erin picked up her icy purple drink and took a generous sip. When she spied Lily, she lifted the drink high in salute. “Happy birthday!”

      “Shh!” Lily tossed her purse onto the bench seat and slid in behind it. “If anyone comes out here with a huge sombrero to put on my head and sing happy birthday in Spanish while everyone stares, I’ll seriously hurt you.”

      Erin giggled, bringing her drink to her lips. Lily noticed it was only half full. “How about a margarita instead?”

      As if summoned by magic, Maria’s son, Adrian, appeared at the table, a twin to Erin’s drink in hand. “For you, Ms. Lily.”

      She tried not to look too greedy as the icy concoction came into her possession. “What flavor have we got this week, Adrian?”

      “Prickly pear.”

      “And it is divine,” Erin said, giving Lily a wink.

      It was. Lily savored the sweet-tart mix of fruit and liquor on her tongue while Erin placed her order, then requested her usual taco salad with the big, crunchy shell of a bowl. Queso appeared along with chips and salsa, and finally Lily could sit back and take a deep breath.

      “So you’re late,” Erin said, mouth full of chips.

      “And you’ll never guess why.”

      “Because you had a mysterious meeting with a tall, sexy hunk with no name?”

      Lily plunked her drink down hard on the table, mouth open in shock, not because Erin already knew about her meeting—Claire would’ve blabbed that the second Lily and JD left the coffee shop. No, it was the missing information that surprised her. “Claire didn’t tell you?”

      “Tell me what?”

      Lily unwrapped a house-made tortilla from the basket Adrian had dropped off. Tearing a piece from the warm circle, she dipped it into the gooey cheese. “His name.”

      “She knew his name and didn’t tell me?”

      Lily wiggled her brows, savoring the tortilla and keeping her friend in suspense.

      Erin was practically bouncing on her seat. “So spill. What’s his name?”

      She waited a few more seconds, just because she could. When Erin looked like she was about to crawl across the table and shake the truth out of her, she finally conceded.

      “John David Lane.”

      Erin choked on the bite she’d just taken. “Lane? As in the Lanes?”

      Lily had a feeling she was going to get tired of that question eventually, especially since she would be introducing JD around town. “The Lanes. Virginia Lane’s heir.”

      “Wow.” Erin considered that as she sipped her drink. “I never expected that.”

      “Neither did I.”

      “So what did he want with you?”

      “To talk about smoothing his way with the planning commission.” As they tucked into their food, she explained the gist of her meeting with JD and her proposal. Erin seemed to turn the idea over in her head as she demolished a plate of nachos.

      “Do you really think we have the kind of talent a five-star resort would deign to use?” she asked finally.

      “Of course! How many of us moved away to the big city”—she brought her fingers up to make air quotes—“only to return because we missed home? Not because we couldn’t make it somewhere else. So many of the business owners here learned to run those businesses in the very cities he plans to scour for the staff he needs.”

      “True,” Erin mused. “So who do you think you’ll start with?”

      “You.”

      Erin stopped with a chip full of queso halfway to her mouth. “What?”

      Lily smirked. “I’m starting with you.”

      Erin squeezed her eyes shut as if she didn’t quite understand what she was hearing. Lily wouldn’t have been surprised if her friend stuck her fingers in her ears and shook them, then asked Lily to repeat herself. Instead Erin shook her head. “Why me?”

      “What do you mean, why you?” Lily narrowed her eyes on Erin. “That man is going to be doing a huge amount of building, and if he wants the best deals and the most reliable crews, he needs a local general contractor.”

      Erin pressed back in her seat. “That’s not— I’m not—”

      “Aren’t you? I know you got your contractor’s license a couple of years ago.”

      “I’m gonna kill Claire,” her friend muttered.

      “Hey, if she can gossip about my news, she can gossip about yours.”

      “No one was supposed to know,” Erin said, gaze on the table. “I was just helping her and Maria out.”

      “And doing a damn fine job of it. Look at the fantastic job you did coordinating the renovations for the bakery and coffee shop. Not to mention all the jobs through the years where you’ve unofficially filled the GC position while the actual general contractor spent more time with his beer than his crew.”

      A hint of red crept up Erin’s neck.

      “Hey.”

      Erin stubbornly kept her focus on the condensation beneath her margarita glass.

      “Erin.” Lily’s tone held a warning. Finally her friend sighed and met her eyes, albeit reluctantly.

      “Who does everyone go to when they need help with a build?” Lily asked, already knowing the answer.

      Erin’s lips pursed as if she’d refused to answer, then, “Me,” she mumbled.

      “Who?” Lily teased.

      The corner of Erin’s mouth tilted up—just barely. “Me.”

      “You.” Lily emphasized her point with a jab of her steak-filled fork.

      When Erin’s mouth opened as if she’d protest, Lily raised her hand. “And save the ‘I am just a handyman’ speech. You’re not just a handywoman. You’re a talented builder with a lot of skill to share—and everyone would be proud to tell JD so, even if you won’t. So…” She gave Erin another teasing grin. “What time are you free tomorrow?”

      Overcoming Erin’s reluctance at being in the spotlight wasn’t easy, but when Lily began to describe JD’s project, Erin couldn’t hide a gleam of interest. They decided on a time while finishing up their meals, and Erin snickered when Adrian appeared with the traditional oversize sombrero and a plate of fried ice cream topped with a lit candle.

      “Any pictures of this show up on social media and so help me…” Lily muttered under her breath as she plopped the hat onto her head. Erin laughed her way through the waitstaff’s serenade before picking up a spoon and helping Lily dig into the dessert.

      “So enough business,” Erin said around a bite of ice cream. “Claire said JD was hot enough to cook eggs on his backside. Any thoughts?”

      Lily coughed on her bite of ice cream. “Hot enough for what?”

      “You know Claire.” Erin licked her spoon, giggling. “Some of the things she comes up with…” She traded her spoon for her almost empty margarita. “So is he?”

      God, he was. Not that she would admit it.

      “He was very handsome.”

      “‘He was very handsome,’” Erin mocked. “Come on, spill! Did you want to jump him or not?”

      Now it was Lily’s turn to blush. “Would it do me any good if I did?”

      Erin snorted. “Hey, leave Mason and his juvenile gossip out of this.”

      If only she could. Mason had made himself hard to ignore, especially in their small town. The man might not have been the best boyfriend material, but he’d had a knack for ferreting out every one of her insecurities from day one. Since their breakup three years ago, right after her successful mayoral run—hey, it wasn’t her fault the man hated dating women who were more successful than he was—he’d taken to spreading rumors about her supposedly lacking skill in the bedroom. In a town with as few options in the dating pool as Black Wolf’s Bluff, especially in their age bracket, a single rumor could kill any chance of a first date.

      And had. For the past three years.

      “If it were me,” Erin was saying, “I’d be staking my claim before every unattached woman in the county jumped at the chance to do the same.”

      “Not me.” And not Erin either. No matter how much she teased, Erin hadn’t dated since her high school sweetheart and husband of fifteen years, Stephen, died of an out-of-the-blue heart attack ten years ago.

      “Come on, Lily. Isn’t it about time to get back on that horse?”

      “Considering I’ve had one serious boyfriend every decade or so, I’ve got about seven years to go.” Unfortunately. She was perfectly happy being single most days, but who didn’t want someone to occasionally cuddle with? Or, you know, other things. “Once a decade is plenty, right?”

      “Not when that ‘once’ sucks. Or doesn’t, as the case may be.” Erin grimaced, referencing Lily’s long-ago confidence that Mason expected oral sex but never felt the need to give it in return.

      God, she loved her best friend. But she also really wished Erin wasn’t right.

      “Anyway, I will not give up on my crusade of finding the perfect man capable of actually showing you what a good time in bed is like, ever.”

      “Good luck with that.” She scooped up the last bite of fried ice cream. “JD is a business connection, nothing more. We’re scratching each other’s bac— Grr.” She broke off as Erin howled with laughter at the double entendre in Lily’s words. Instead of trying to continue, she wiped her mouth, wadded up her napkin, and let Erin’s amusement come to an eventual quiet.

      “Well,” her friend finally said, “I haven’t given up hope, nor will I. And speaking of…” She retrieved a gift bag from the seat beside her. “Happy fortieth birthday.”

      “Do we have to include my age? Can’t it just be ‘happy birthday’?” Lily grabbed the bag eagerly despite her arguing. She might be forty, but when it came to presents, she was like a little girl—she couldn’t wait to tear into them.

      She could have waited to tear into this one, though. At least in a public place. Nestled inside the mounds of tissue paper was a lacy panties-and-bra set in a beautiful vibrant red, along with a garter belt that consisted mostly of thin ribbons encrusted in crystals, and hosiery that was so soft Lily wanted to rub them against her cheek. “Lingerie?”

      Erin shrugged. “We might be hitting forty, but that doesn’t mean we’re not still women. And men aren’t the only reason we should have pretty things. Make yourself feel good, whether someone else does or not.”

      Lily stared at the mound of lace and silk, considering her friend’s words. How long had it been since she’d made herself feel good? Since she’d done anything but worry about this town and its future, not her own. There just hadn’t seemed to be any options for the latter. Her work was all she had—work and friends. But that shouldn’t be all.

      “You’re right.” She lifted the hose to her cheek and rubbed. So silky soft. “Thank you.”

      “Anytime.” Erin winked. “Besides, maybe you’ll have someone else to show them off to sometime soon.”

      Lily rolled her eyes, stuffing the lingerie back into the bag, but her gaze—and her thoughts—lingered on it long after their conversation had moved on.
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      “The house will definitely take some renovating.”

      JD walked out of the mint-green kitchen with its dated white appliances, circa 1980s, and moved down the main hall of the house toward the back patio. In his hand he held his phone at head height, camera flipped so Linc and Carter could examine the state of the rooms along the way. “I agree with Carter,” he said. “It doesn’t look like my grandmother did anything beyond basic upkeep in the past decade and a half.”

      His grandfather, Wallace, had died fifteen years after JD left for college. He hadn’t returned for the funeral. According to the lawyer, his grandmother had kept a housekeeping staff that cleaned and cooked for her, but JD saw no evidence that she had updated the interior of the mansion. It all looked exactly as it had when he’d lived here thirty years ago.

      “Not to mention the basic layout,” his friend Carter was saying. JD could see he was sitting in his office in a New York high-rise, his tie loosened at his throat, sleeves rolled up to his elbows. “In order to house staff, we’ll need to add bathrooms, possibly kitchenettes. Expand the dining room at the very least.”

      “It does look like there’s room for that,” Lincoln agreed from his restaurant office. “Any changes in the house that aren’t reflected on the basic layout you gave us, JD?”

      “Not that I’ve found.” He opened the French doors at the back of the house, with a little jimmying of one side, which stuck. His skin warmed as he walked into the courtyard, the spring air rushing over him. This had been his favorite spot as a teen. The wings of the building curved into a slight crescent-moon shape, cradling a cobblestone patio surrounded by mature maple and poplar trees that shaded the backside of the house. The patio furniture he remembered was gone, but the quiet atmosphere he’d sought out remained. This was why he’d chosen a brownstone on the Upper East Side rather than a more convenient apartment closer to his work, because the courtyard had reminded him of the one spot he’d loved growing up. Playing in the thick grass as the shadows of the trees hid him from prying eyes. Climbing into the canopy of branches to pretend he was Tarzan. Reading in a makeshift hammock (until Virginia had ripped it down and grounded him for a month).

      Those memories were so, so long ago, but they’d been good.

      Something in his chest loosened as he walked out onto the now ragged grass in his bare feet. With the satellite Wi-Fi he’d had installed this afternoon, the signal stayed strong even this far from the house.

      “I still need to go through the basement and attic spaces, and I have an inspection scheduled next week after the planning commission meeting. The architect will also be here so we can decide on any necessary adjustments at the same time.”

      Carter lightly tapped a pen on his desk. “Has Lee Cooper started work on the plans for the lodge and restaurant yet?”

      “We’ve had several calls. I think he’ll be able to incorporate everything we want. We just need to find the best sites on the land and begin mapping out infrastructure needs before finalizing any designs.”

      Black Wolf Resort—their resort—was a massive project with a lot of moving parts, but nothing he hadn’t handled before. At least business-wise. There were definitely things about this build, both personalities and the past, that were different.

      “And we’ll need zoning changes,” his friend pointed out. “Discussions with the city about what they’re willing to offer us as far as tax breaks. What we’ll have to trade in infrastructure funding for the town.”

      All of which means more chances to work with Lily Easton.

      Working with her was definitely affecting him far differently than other projects had.

      He really needed to stop thinking about her. Unfortunately they needed her help to get the resort moving forward.

      “Speaking of the city…?” Linc said, interrupting JD’s distraction. JD narrowed his eyes on the small square containing his friend’s face, but didn’t speak. He was too busy trying to decide what to share and what not to.

      “I don’t like that look,” Carter said.

      “Me neither.” Linc again. “What’s up? You met with the mayor this morning, right? She give you a hard time?”

      Well, she made something hard.

      “No, not a hard time exactly,” was what he said instead.

      “What do you mean, not exactly?”

      JD described meeting Lily at the local coffee shop, adjourning to her office.

      “And?” Carter asked, his voice deepening with irritation at JD’s delay.

      “And she made me an offer.”

      Linc’s eyebrows shot up. “What kind of offer?”

      JD scowled at his friend’s tone.

      “JD…” Carter leaned forward, his gaze intensifying. “What aren’t you telling us?”

      When JD remained silent, searching for words, Linc chuckled. “Don’t tell me the lady mayor got under your skin? I knew you didn’t go for the twentysomethings anymore, but—”

      “She’s a mayor,” Carter finished for their friend. “She’s probably seventy if she’s a day. That’s…” He grimaced rather than continuing.

      “She’s not seventy,” JD grumbled, annoyed.

      A chorus of hoots filled the courtyard.

      “Just how old is she then? Eighty?”

      Linc’s jab loosened JD’s tongue. “Forty. She’s forty. I wouldn’t date an eighty-year-old.”

      “But you’d date her?” Linc inferred.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Just what is this lady mayor like, JD?” Carter asked.

      “She’s…” Sexy. Smart. Makes me wish I had time to focus on something besides this resort.

      And therein lay the danger. He’d broken up with Alicia to preserve that very focus. And no matter what his patterns in the past, sleeping with Lily while their project could very well depend on her support would keep him away from anything beyond flirting—whether he wanted it to or not.

      “She’s shrewd,” he finally said. Loosening his reluctant tongue, he went on to describe their meeting and Lily’s ultimate offer.

      Linc was laughing by the time he finished. “She sounds like a ballbuster. Good for her.”

      Carter wasn’t so easily amused. “You won’t be saying that when she refuses to back us with the planning commission.”

      Normally he took his friends’ teasing lightly, because that’s all it was. But for some reason when it came to Lily, it irritated him. “She didn’t refuse—”

      “And she didn’t say yes,” Carter pointed out.

      Linc shrugged. “There’s always a cure for that.”

      JD frowned. “What does that mean?”

      A second passed before Carter gave an abrupt laugh, obviously catching on before JD did. “It’s a risky move, my friend.”

      “What’s a risky move?” Something had gone over his head, but he wasn’t sure wh—

      Oh.

      “No.”

      Linc raised a brow. “No? You said she was forty. Is she married? Too plain Jane?”

      “Are those the only two less than desirable choices?” Carter teased, his usually serious face now full of amusement.

      For fuck’s sake. JD groaned, finally catching on. “You’re talking about pulling a ‘Ms. Cole.’” He shook his head even as a laugh threatened. “I’m not pulling a ‘Ms. Cole.’” Lily wasn’t married, and neither was she anywhere near plain, but that didn’t mean he would—

      “But you’re so good at the ‘Ms. Cole’ scenario,” Linc pointed out.

      “Only in my misspent youth.”

      His friends laughed. “Didn’t you pull a ‘Ms. Cole’ a couple of years ago during that hotel complex build in Vegas?” Carter asked.

      “I didn’t get that contract by sleeping with the client.”

      “Of course not,” Carter smirked. “The client was a man; that wouldn’t work for you.”

      “But you slept with his daughter,” Linc reminded him.

      God, don’t remind me. He’d thought he was past mistakes of that magnitude. But his client’s daughter had been particularly persistent in her pursuit of him. And she hadn’t been all that much younger than he was. In her late thirties, if he remembered correctly. At least his integrity hadn’t allowed him to give in until he’d won the contract and gotten the project well underway.

      But that wasn’t the scenario his friends were referring to.

      “The daughter wasn’t in a position to give him an A, though,” Carter pointed out. “Not like Ms. Cole did.”

      “It was a long time ago. You both realize that?” JD asked sarcastically.

      “But those skills never die,” Linc pointed out. “They just age like fine wine.”

      “And if they don’t, there’s always Viagra,” Carter added. “Or prostate supplements.”

      JD’s instinctive growl at the idea that he needed any help with his prostate—which was just fine, fuck you very much—had both men howling.

      Who needed enemies when you had friends like these?

      Linc waited for the laughter to die down before concluding, “Assuming Ms. Easton is as unattached as Ms. Cole was, it’s the perfect way to ensure her cooperation. She’ll be too sexed up to stick her nose in our business decisions.”

      She was indeed unattached. And JD was trying desperately not to think about that. Not that his friends were helping with his attempts to focus right now.

      “I know you’re not serious—”

      Carter cut JD off. “Says who?”

      They hadn’t asked anything further about Lily’s marital status or her attractiveness, which told him they didn’t think he had any intention of sleeping with the lady mayor, as they’d taken to calling her.

      If they only knew.

      God, he wished his subconscious would shut the fuck up right about now. There were no intentions toward Lily except the intention to steer very clear. Or as much as was possible given the two of them would be spending the next week together.

      He broke in, ignoring their continuing jibes. “I’d like to point out that she didn’t say I had to use local people to gain her support. I simply have to be open to the idea. A week meeting the businesspeople here in town isn’t exactly time wasted. And at the end of it, I’ll have convinced Lily to support our bid with the planning commission.”

      “He’s calling her Lily,” Linc pointed out.

      “Bets on how long it takes before JD—”

      With a roll of his eyes, JD clicked the End button, cutting off his friends. Some things didn’t change, no matter how old you got.

      And even if they hadn’t changed, it never hurt to rag your friends about them. He’d have to see about ordering some little blue pills to send Carter’s way.

      The idea actually pulled a chuckle out of him. He took a last look around the courtyard, making absent note of the limbs that needed trimming and some areas of the cobblestone that they would have to patch to make the patio smooth again, before turning back to the house. He had expected to feel something, anything, when he’d crossed the threshold of his grandparents’ eleven-thousand-square-foot house, had certainly been dreading it the whole way down from New York, but driving through the iron gates yesterday, there’d been no hesitation, no demons rushing out to greet him.

      This was nothing more than a neglected property in need of a serious upgrade, not the prison he’d been trapped in for eighteen years. Of course, he planned a lot more for the property than mere upgrading. He’d take the time before dinner to explore the basement and make more notes for the renovations, then go back over the initial blueprints for the lodge before bed. He made a beeline for the dining room and the laptop he had set up there.

      Anything to keep his mind off Lily Easton.
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      The morning after meeting JD, Lily hurried into the elevator at the courthouse and waited impatiently for it to spit her out on the third floor. A restless night had her running late, and though she’d called ahead and gotten Maria to ready coffees for herself and JD based on his order yesterday, she was still cutting it close. At precisely nine on the dot, she pushed open the door to her office—and came to a complete stop.

      JD straightened from where he’d been leaning his hip against Evan’s desk, talking with her assistant. Next to him sat a cardboard carrier with a frothy drink topped in whipped cream and a tall, insulated cup with no apparent frills.

      The contents exactly matched the one in the carrier she held.

      JD’s light blue gaze, the one she’d thought about far too much last night, dropped to her hand, then rose back to meet hers. Amusement glittered there, creasing the lines fanning out from his eyes and making that knee-weakening dimple appear in his cheek.

      “Maria didn’t tell me—”

      He raised a hand. “Only the nice young lady from yesterday—DeeDee, I think her name is?—was in the coffee shop when I stopped by. I must have missed anyone else.”

      She barely refrained from a face-palm. DeeDee had been in the bakery, not the coffee shop, when Maria handed over Lily’s order. “I guess we have double the caffeine this morning.”

      He grinned. “I have no problem with that. Caffeine should be its own essential food group.”

      She matched his smile and handed over her own carrier before retrieving her mocha latte. “Give me a sec and we’ll get going.”

      After stowing the second mocha in the tiny break room fridge for later and dropping her briefcase in her office, she returned to the reception area and checked in with Evan before gesturing for JD to follow her. In the hall he moved up behind her, one hand gripping his stacked coffees with barely there cream and sugar, one hand settling on the curve of her lower back as if guiding her when she, in fact, was leading him. The touch sent a jolt of heat up her spine and down her legs—at least as far down as the center between them, barely hidden behind the silky panties Erin had given her. All JD had to do was walk into a room and her mind seemed to melt from the normal intelligent, in-control woman she typically was. A touch from him was a thousand times more potent.

      She almost couldn’t hold back a whimper. This is definitely going to get interesting.

      She was so focused on JD’s touch that she failed to perform her customary surveillance on exiting the elevator at the ground floor—and paid for it when she looked up too late and saw Mason’s father barreling down on them. She didn’t bother to hold back her groan this time.

      JD’s fingers clenched on her body. “You okay?”

      No, definitely not. But she pasted on her “mayor” smile and held her silence.

      It wasn’t silent for long.

      “Lily!”

      Dwayne Prescott had probably always been an obnoxious prick, but Lily had been wearing blinders to that fact until she and his son had broken up. Now Dwayne’s insufferable superiority was constantly on display whenever they ran into each other. Which she tried her hardest not to do.

      Not easy when he was head of the town’s planning commission.

      “Mr. Prescott.”

      Dwayne planted himself in the middle of the hallway, his gaze sweeping over JD before dismissing him in favor of pinning Lily to her spot. “I was just on my way up to your office. The responses to those requests I sent haven’t landed on my desk yet.”

      And likely won’t until Monday, when they’re due. “I worked on them yesterday but have not had a chance to finish. Evan should also have the final paperwork you need for that zoning inspection by your meeting next week.”

      His frown told her he wanted what he wanted now, not when she deigned to give it to him. Too bad he was going to be disappointed. He stared her down for a moment as if willing her to submit to his dominance, then allowed his attention to turn to JD.

      “And you are?”

      Lily almost cringed, but then she noticed the amused arch of JD’s eyebrow. He knew exactly the kind of man standing in front of him, didn’t he?

      This might actually be fun.

      JD removed his strong, calloused hand from her back—much to her disappointment— and held it out to Dwayne. “John David Lane.”

      “La—” Dwayne choked, but almost instantly he shifted to salivating. “Virginia Lane’s grandson, is it? Pleasure to meetcha.” He took JD’s hand. Lily wondered if she’d see Dwayne’s face turn red, his body straining as he tried to outgrip JD, but after a brief shake, the two men released their hold. Too bad—she’d have enjoyed watching Dwayne lose a pissing contest for once.

      A wide smile took over Dwayne’s ruddy face. “Well, I had no idea you were in town. Welcome!”

      “Thank you,” JD said, ignoring the other man’s overly familiar tone. “Mayor Easton has been kind enough to offer to show me around Black Wolf’s Bluff after so many years away.”

      “Yes, yes! Lily is good at that kind of thing. We’re delighted to have her around to keep our citizens happy.”

      As if she were an overglorified stewardess or nanny. Or a pet dog. After spending her whole life in public service, the past three years of those as mayor, men like Dwayne Prescott still saw her in that light, and likely always would. She couldn’t stop her smile from going tight, but she refused to show more hurt than that.

      “We really must be going; we don’t want to miss our appointment,” she finally said, cutting through Dwayne’s rambling small talk.

      “Oh, appointment? Where—”

      JD cut the man off. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Prescott. I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other at the planning commission meeting next week.”

      Surprise sparked in her as JD steered her around the sputtering man and hurried them toward the door. His grip on her arm was tense, making her hesitate, but as the door closed behind them and they moved into the spring sunshine, he relaxed, and in turn, so did she.

      “You’ve been doing your homework,” she murmured, just loud enough for him to hear.

      “Of course I did. With a project as big as Black Wolf Resort, I have to know who my opponents are.” His dimple was just visible in her peripheral vision as he grinned. “And my allies.”

      When they reached her car, JD released her. Was it her imagination or did his touch linger? Was he reluctant to let her go?

      Get your mind out of fairy-tale land, Lily!

      JD was shaking his head as he buckled into the passenger seat of her car. When Lily shot him a questioning look, he snorted. “Maybe that dick should’ve just patted you on the head and gotten it over with. What an asshole.”

      Lily chuckled, although the sound held no amusement. “Welcome to Southern politics as women get to experience it. Although really anyone who’s not part of the good-ol’-boy network gets the same treatment, to a lesser degree.”

      “I’m surprised they didn’t manage to sabotage your campaign somehow. I don’t see them wanting to work with a woman. Or for a woman.”

      “I ran unopposed. That happens a lot in small towns.” She shrugged. “A mayoral position in a town the size of Black Wolf’s Bluff is not a huge moneymaker. And none of the men like Dwayne wanted to give up their jobs and take a pay cut to fill it, even for the title. Thankfully they aren’t everyone. This town is full of good people, and those are the ones that keep me pushing forward.”

      She caught a thoughtful look in his light eyes as she glanced over her shoulder before backing out of her parking space. “Is that why you ran in the first place?” he asked.

      “Partly. I’ve always wanted to work in city or county politics. I have a degree in political science from Vanderbilt.”

      A sharp whistle filled the car. “Impressive.”

      “Thank you,” she said sincerely. Even more impressive that she’d been accepted to her alma mater on a full-ride scholarship, but she didn’t feel the need to bring that up anymore. Ten years ago she’d still been proving herself. Now that proving was done, no matter what men like Dwayne Prescott thought. “I love this town. I grew up here, and I came back here after college when a lot of our young people don’t. I want what’s best for them, and I push for that to the best of my ability.”

      She sneaked a look at him, and the admiration in his eyes sent a flush up her body. “What about you?”

      They talked about his stint at Columbia Business School and early career as she drove from Black Wolf’s Bluff to Gatlinburg, arguably the most popular tourist attraction in Tennessee (except maybe Graceland, the home of Elvis, in Memphis). As they entered the outskirts of the city and traffic slowed to a crawl, JD finally asked, “So where are we going?”

      “To meet your general contractor.”

      Instead of arguing with her, he simply grunted. Lily chose to take that as a good sign. They traveled through the main street that bisected the tourist town, then turned to climb one of the foothills on the east side. The road wound and wound around the mountain, through sparse wooded neighborhoods and occasional businesses, even shooting them directly under the aerial tramway belonging to Ober Gatlinburg Ski Area and Amusement Park, located nearby. JD seemed lost in the view of Gatlinburg in the valley below them as she navigated the winding road until it seemed it would run out. At the very end, the road exited a cluster of houses and morphed into a wide driveway leading to a secluded lot at the very top of the mountain. Lily hadn’t visited Erin at this job site before, but she knew to expect something spectacular, and that’s what they got as she rounded a curve and, spread in front of them, was a thickly forested lot embracing a cantilevered house overlooking the valley.

      “Wow,” JD breathed, true appreciation in the word.

      Lily agreed. “Wow indeed. Everything Erin touches is wow.” She chuckled under her breath. “But don’t be surprised if she tells you she’s not the boss, just a handywoman.”

      “Anyone who’s just handy could never accomplish a job like this.”

      “Tell her that, please.” Lily parked near the house, and they both exited the car. As they approached, Erin walked out of the open four-car garage, her hair in her typical ponytail, her usual tee and overalls on display. A thin flannel shirt was tied around her hips. She greeted them with a warm smile.

      “Mr. Lane,” she said, not bothering to wait on introductions, “I take it Lily has informed you of her crazy-ass idea.”

      He gestured to the house behind her. “I’m almost certain it’s not crazy, seeing this.”

      “Did she tell you I’ve only had my general contracting license for three years?”

      Damn the woman; she was determined to put herself in the worst light. “You’ve been doing the same work for much longer than that. You refused to apply; that’s the only reason you didn’t have the official license.” She cocked her hip, planting a fist on it. “Are you going to tell him you apprenticed under Ed Grant of Grant & Gammon Construction in Asheville, and regularly work with Jerome Richardson, that architect in Atlanta?”

      JD’s eyes widened at the names of two of the most famous men in the building community in the Southeastern US. The expression made Lily snicker in Erin’s direction. “Told ya. I’ll leave you two to talk.”

      And she did just that, wandering into the house, admiring the midcentury Flank Lloyd Wright vibes and the gorgeous view from the massive wall of windows overlooking the valley. Erin had obviously worked hard with the crew here. It was a stunning home, nothing like the small Craftsmen she owned. Just off Main Street, close enough to walk to work, but it was beautiful no matter how small. And Lily loved it.

      Erin and JD came through the kitchen behind her, and she half listened as they argued about the best contracting firms in the area, expected costs, construction timelines, whether Ober Gatlinburg was the best skiing setup or if they could manage something more impressive at Black Wolf Resort. The name sent a tingle down her spine. As much as the resort meant change, it could also mean a lot of positives for her little town.

      “What did you think?” Lily couldn’t resist asking an hour later as they left Erin to get back to work, and headed down the mountain.

      JD gave a secretive smile, not looking her way. “I think you have surprised me.”

      “In a good way?”

      “In a very good way.” He turned, and that dimple flashed in his cheek as he grinned. “I can’t wait to see more.”

      The tingles returned, morphing into an excited shiver as she drove back toward Gatlinburg.
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      “There’s somewhere we need to stop on the way back, if that’s okay.”

      JD ignored the passing scenery—Gatlinburg at its most crowded—in favor of watching her navigate traffic. Lily was far more interesting anyway. “Of course.”

      On the edge of town, she pulled into a ’50s-style sandwich shop that, surprisingly, had a large selection of out-of-the-box offerings that made his mouth water. They picked up lunch for three, though he still didn’t know who the third person was, and continued toward Black Wolf’s Bluff. Instead of stopping in town, Lily drove straight through and turned onto one of the twisty, narrow lanes that skirted the edges of the national park. Within half an hour they drove down one of the foothills and the forest broke to reveal a wide valley spread out before them. Lily nosed her car onto a dirt driveway, the path taking them to a small farmhouse nestled in the woods to one side of the meadow.

      The sight pulled JD forward in his seat, his breath stilling. Long waves of grass blew in a gentle breeze, dotted with Queen Anne’s lace, wild daisies, and some kind of sparse yellow wildflowers he couldn’t name. Dogwood trees blossomed in the surrounding woods, splashes of soft white and pink color among the thick green leaves. Staring out over the acres of flat land nestled at the feet of mountains, he felt a strange sense of…not peace, not quiet, but maybe…calm? That couldn’t be it, but…it was. As if the jumble of goals, directives, analysis, and problem-solving that usually filled his head had recessed in the wake of a rush of emotion as he took in the sight before him.

      He stepped from the car after Lily parked in front of the farmhouse, his gaze still stuck on the view. “This definitely isn’t New York.”

      “No.” Lily rounded the hood of her car, coming to stand beside him. “Not New York. This is Easton Cove.”

      “Easton?”

      She gripped her elbows, giving him a small shrug.

      Sensing a sudden shyness much like he’d seen in her yesterday morning at the coffee shop, he searched his mind for a comment to put her back at ease. “I don’t see any bodies of water other than that stream over there. Why is it called a cove?”

      “‘Cove’ is another word for a meadow between mountains.”

      “So…a valley?”

      She gave him an arch look that had his laughter breaking free. “A specific type of valley, yes. There are coves all over the Smoky Mountains—”

      The door to the house opened, interrupting Lily’s explanation. A man stepped onto the porch, tall and a bit lanky, his shoulders stooped by the years. Blondish-white curls covered his head. “Whatcha you doing here, punkin’?”

      Punkin’? JD hid his smile at the nickname and considered the man as he descended the steps, taking his time. He was older, maybe in his eighties or even beyond, given the wrinkles on his skin and the shakiness suggested by his shuffling pace. In the sun JD could see the man’s eyes were the same color eyes as Lily’s.

      Easton.

      This man was Lily’s grandfather.

      The word ran through his mind as Lily moved into the man’s embrace, allowing his much taller frame to surround hers. The sight did weird things to JD’s chest. His grandparents had raised him, but they’d never hugged him. He might have assumed they had when he was a baby, but his only early memories were of indifferent nannies. His mother had died in childbirth; his father was an unknown. And his grandparents had never truly seen him, only his illegitimacy. He’d lost count of the times they’d despaired over not having any other options, but his mother had been an only child. He’d often wished they’d dropped him at an orphanage like they’d threatened to.

      This man who was tucking his granddaughter lovingly against his chest would never say the things to her that had been said to JD. And JD found himself grateful for that. After years of dealing with the memories, he’d finally recognized sometime in his thirties that he should never have been subjected to the things his grandparents had done. Thank God someone as sweet as Lily hadn’t experienced it.

      The older man met his eyes over Lily’s head and was reaching to shake his hand before she even stepped away. His warm smile reminded JD of Lily. “Welcome to my home,” he said.

      “Papa”—Lily gestured JD’s way—“this is John David Lane.”

      “Ah, a Lane.” His wrinkled face creased as he assessed JD curiously. “Never thought I’d see another one of those around here. Henry Easton.” He shook JD’s hand firmly, then tucked Lily closer to his side. “So why are you two dropping by?”

      “Lunch.”

      JD had a feeling there was more to it than that. Lily’s grandfather had an actual twinkle in his eye that told JD he knew the same, but he didn’t push it. What he said was, “Did you bring me a muffuletta?”

      Lily gave him a light pinch. “Of course I did. I wouldn’t dare show up without one.”

      He patted her arm. “Good girl.”

      JD retrieved the food from the car, and they followed Henry inside. After piling everything onto paper plates, Henry put glasses of sweet tea in their hands and sent them out the back door. “You younguns go enjoy the open air.”

      “‘Younguns’?” JD asked as Lily led him down to the creek.

      “He’s the only one that calls me that. It’s the main reason I love him.”

      JD grinned. “Somehow I doubt that.”

      At a bend in the creek, a wide gray slab of sandstone formed a natural picnic spot. JD set his things down, then took Lily’s while she kicked off her heels. He tried not to notice the smooth length of her thighs as her skirt rode up when she sat—not that he was successful. Finally they were settled, sandwiches unwrapped, tea nearby, the stream a gentle babble beside them.

      JD enjoyed his own muffuletta for a few bites before getting down to business. “So…why here?” Lily definitely had some ulterior motive; he just hadn’t figured it out yet.

      “Why not just because I owe my grandfather lunch?”

      “I can believe that’s part of it”—he arched a brow—“but not all of it.”

      Lily chuckled around a bite of sandwich. He tried not to notice the olive oil glistening on her lower lip. “Have you heard of Cades Cove?”

      Everyone in the area knew about Cades Cove. The popular tourist spot was a drive-through natural area of the national park that his own land butted up against. And now JD wondered why he’d never questioned the name Cades Cove when he knew there was no water nearby. Mentally giving his own ignorance an eye roll, he replied, “Sure.”

      “My grandfather was a park ranger at eighteen. He was in the park service until his retirement fifty years later, and part of those years was dedicated to Cades Cove.” She gestured around. “He and my grandmother bought this land in their twenties, before World War I—just walked right into the bank with a paper sack full of cash and handed it over.”

      JD sputtered.

      “Right? Pretty hard to fathom these days.” Lily shook her head. “They grew up in these mountains. Loved them. My dad was raised right here in this valley.”

      Curiosity had him asking, “Where are your parents now?”

      “When I moved to Nashville for college, they followed me.” She stared into the woods opposite the stream, her smile a little sad. “They chose to stay. Luckily they’re not that far away, and they visit often. Or I go over there.”

      Her family seemed to be incredibly close. The idea was foreign to him, and yet he felt a spark of envy deep down, where he’d never admit it. His next words surprised him even more. “I’m surprised there aren’t a handful of great-grandkids running around here.”

      Lily didn’t seem to mind his not-so-subtle attempt at fishing. “My family would have loved that, I’m sure. It just wasn’t in the cards for me.” She hesitated, flicked a glance at him, then squared her shoulders. “Over time I realized I was okay with not having kids. I like my life; I love my family. My cousins all have kids I can spoil.” She bit her lip.

      He admired her honesty. He had enough female friends and colleagues to understand why she’d hesitated to open up about children. Society expected women to have it all—a career, a husband, a home, friendships, the ability to care for aging parents, children. Any of those components could be skipped and receive understanding except the last one.

      Lily balled up her empty sandwich wrapper. “What about you?” she asked without looking up.

      Normally he was closemouthed about his own history until well into a relationship, but he was surprised to find the words escaping him with ease. “I married in college, but after a while we both realized we’d made a mistake. I’ve focused on work ever since.”

      She nodded, her expression soft with understanding. Her profile, strong yet sweet, just like the woman, drew his stare more than their surroundings, and he realized he had no desire to look away. There was something about Lily, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on, that held his attention like no woman had in a long time. Or maybe it was so many things about her rather than only one. Whichever it was, he found himself leaning closer, his knee nudging her hip, his focus dropping to her lips. Those soft, full lips. Without conscious thought his hand rose, fingers brushing her hair back behind her ear, allowing him to see more of her. Lily startled, a delicate blush rising in her cheeks as she turned her head to look at him.

      Just when he would have moved even closer, overcome by the need to feel her skin on more than just his fingers, the sound of the back door opening reached them. Damn Henry and his entrances. Lily’s gaze dropped to the rocks, and she cleared her throat. JD fisted his hand as he drew it back, trapping the memory of the soft texture of her curls inside.

      “Great sandwich, punkin’. Thank you.”

      JD glanced up as her grandfather approached, and noticed a twinkle of amusement in Henry’s faded eyes. Had he interrupted them on purpose? An eighty-something-year-old cock blocker. He shot back a wry smile, amused by the old man’s delight. “I agree. Thank you, Lily, for suggesting it,” he said, looking to her.

      She began gathering up their trash. “I know it’s your favorite, Papa.”

      “It is. Now”—he stopped her on her way past him, taking the remnants of their meal from her despite her protests—“tell me what’s up.”

      She bit her lip over a grin. “Okay.” As they walked back to the house, Lily explained the project JD was undertaking on the mountain above Black Wolf’s Bluff. Henry listened thoughtfully, asking JD occasional questions. Landscaping. The ski area. Water and infrastructure. When he brought up wildlife, JD began to appreciate why Lily had brought him here.

      “I understand you’re an expert on nature in this area.”

      Henry scrubbed at his chin. “You could say that.”

      Lily scoffed. “We do say that.”

      Henry wiggled his eyebrows at her. Her laugh sent a strange flutter through JD’s chest.

      “Thing is,” Henry said, oblivious to JD’s distraction, “you have to consider not only the impact on the natural area you’re building in, but how incorporating native natural elements will save you money and make your resort unique.”

      JD knew that. Whether he was building in New York City or the desert outside Las Vegas, the surroundings had to be considered.

      “Especially when those native natural elements include creatures that can be dangerous, like black bears and elk.”

      “Elk?”

      Henry nodded. “Reintroduced to the national park starting in the early 2000s. This area also has the most dense population of black bears east of the Mississippi. Over sixty mammals, hundreds of bird species, and that’s not to mention amphibians, reptiles, fish—the Salalai River skirts your property before dipping back into Black Wolf’s Bluff. Your staff will have to be educated on wildlife to keep your guests safe. The infrastructure is going to impact ecology on the mountain and in the valley below you. Especially with the skiing element.”

      He was an experienced developer; he already knew that. But he’d thought an expert would need to be brought in from one of the research groups in the area, possibly an ecologist or… “You wouldn’t happen to know someone who could advise us on those things, would you?”

      “Yeah, maybe…”

      Lily sneaked a peek at him, her hazel eyes twinkling just like her grandfather’s did. “We’ll figure something out,” she said, giving him a wink behind her grandfather’s back. Watching her, he got that weird feeling in his chest again, and he caught himself raising a hand to rub at it. Maybe heartburn? That had to be it.

      His gaze dropped to Lily’s ass as she walked ahead of him.

      Yeah, definitely heartburn.
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      The rich taste of espresso hit JD’s tongue, drawing a groan from deep in his chest. The sandwich he’d made at home had satisfied his hunger, but the old coffeepot just wasn’t doing it for him, and despite express delivery, the new machine he’d ordered wouldn’t arrive before tomorrow. In the meantime he was happy to let Maria’s excellent coffee and the congenial atmosphere of Wildwoods Brew fill in.

      Had Maria ever considered her own roast? A lot of coffee shops were adding on specialty roasts now. Maybe it was something he could ask Linc about; if they did something exclusive to Wildwoods and the resort, it could benefit them both…

      A wry grin cocked his mouth. Lily would be proud of him, finding ways to cross-promote with businesses here in town.

      Yesterday had involved a trip to visit a woman who had recently retired from a high-level position in HR at the Opryland Resort and Convention Center, directly across from the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville. Although far larger than the resort JD was planning, the basic needs were similar: staffing, payroll, and in particular, the best places to look for appropriate recruitment. The woman had been exactly what they would need once the resort was built, and had even given him the contact information for a fifteen-year veteran housekeeping manager from a similar property who had left her job last year, moving to the next town over from Black Wolf’s Bluff when her first grandchild was born there.

      Lily was practically setting his resort operations in motion for him at this rate.

      Leaning back against the worn leather sofa, he sipped his coffee and stared out the large bay window at the front of the shop. Wildwoods Brew and Gimme Sugar were located directly on Main Street, which ran east and west of the town square. It was lined with a collection of buildings from the early 1900s, back when his ancestor, Virgil Lane, had bought 85,000 acres of land to begin the Lane Logging Company. The town had been established to support company employees and named after the mountain, Black Wolf’s Bluff, that his ancestral home was built on. The company had long been out of business, most of the land sold off, but what had been built here in this little town remained over a hundred years later.

      A closer inspection of the street than he’d made the past couple of days revealed a variety of small businesses—a florist and bike repair shop and seamstress and more. The post office was situated down the road across from the courthouse. Pride was evident in the way the occasional empty storefront was neatly painted, the windows decorated with displays advertising other local businesses. It was like someone had brought a Norman Rockwell painting of the ideal small town to life.

      How will that change when Black Wolf Resort opens?

      As he finished the last of swallows of his coffee, his gaze snagged on a couple coming down the sidewalk toward the shop. The two seemed vaguely familiar; the man stood tall and stiff, the start of a middle-aged spread evident. The woman beside him was average height, her shoulder occasionally brushing his as she chatted away at him. Not that the man seemed to be paying attention; his focus was intent on something across the street, beyond JD’s peripheral vision. At first JD couldn’t figure out why the couple drew his interest until the woman reached for the man’s hand, intertwining their fingers. Giving her companion a sunny smile. The man allowed it until whatever was across the street came closer and he lifted that hand to wave, breaking their grip.

      In that instant JD’s mind filtered back twenty years. Rebecca had agreed to marry him his junior year at Columbia. He could still remember the burst of excitement her yes had ignited in his chest. A wedding before a judge, a honeymoon in a less-than-five-star New York hotel, and they’d both returned to school. Deliriously in love.

      And yet, over the years, that love had been subsumed by his career. An internship his senior year. A position in a top investment firm immediately after graduating with his MBA. Long hours working his way up. How many times had he walked down the street with his wife, his mind on his work while she tried to grab his attention with her words and her touch?

      He was still ashamed to admit he couldn’t remember walking down the street together all that often.

      When Rebecca got tired of waiting around for him to give work a break and give her attention, he’d learned his lesson. Give women the attention they deserved, but don’t allow them too far in. It was a rule he’d kept even through his early retirement at forty, when he’d left a highly lucrative career to start his real estate firm. Now, nearly a decade later, he found himself wondering if all that work had been worth what he’d given up to have it.

      And yet, mere days ago when he’d let Alicia go, he hadn’t had a single regret or doubt.

      Whoever had the man’s attention came into view, crossing Main Street in front of the coffee shop. JD recognized him from the courthouse day before yesterday, the one who’d accosted Lily on their way out. What was his name? Right, Dwayne Prescott. And then it clicked. The couple seemed familiar because he’d seen their faces on the planning commission website. He couldn’t remember their names off the top of his head, but their faces, he remembered.

      Even knowing a little schmoozing was always a good thing, JD would rather avoid another conversation with Prescott, but it didn’t look like that was going to be possible as the trio turned together to enter Wildwoods Brew.

      The tiny bell above the door made a tinkling sound as they entered. Maria came out from the back, her gaze flowing over him, assessing any possible needs, before latching on to the newcomers. He saw his internal grimace reflected on her face as Prescott approached the counter to place his order. The second man—the husband, he saw now, given the dull glow of the wedding ring on his finger—also gave his order before the two moved away from the register, leaving the woman to follow up.

      The two men surveyed the room for a seat. Prescott’s gaze met JD’s. He gave a jovial wave and headed in JD’s direction.

      Time for the board of director’s face.

      As the two men approached, JD held out his hand. “Nice to see you again, Prescott.”

      “And you!” The man’s voice boomed in the nearly empty shop, overtaking the space. “Let me introduce you to Kirk Daniels. We’re both on the planning commission I believe you intend to speak to next week.”

      “News travels fast.”

      JD shook the second man’s hand. The two made themselves comfortable in the armchairs across from JD’s couch.

      “Nothing like the gossip line in a small town,” Daniels agreed. “You must have an awfully big project if it makes this much of a ripple in Black Wolf’s Bluff.”

      “Must be something to do with your grandmother’s property, eh?” Prescott added.

      JD opened his mouth to answer, but the woman approached at just that moment, her hands full with three large drinks. When neither man made a move to assist, JD stood. “Here, let me help you.” He took one of the drinks, allowing her to hand the other two to the men before he passed hers back.

      JD offered her his seat on the couch and pulled over a chair from one of the tables, ignoring the men’s protests. Had it not been for the two men’s positions in town, he would’ve corrected their rudeness toward a woman, but instead he kept his mouth shut and did his best to make it up to her with a warm smile. “JD Lane.”

      The woman’s return smile creased the corners of her eyes. “Iris Daniels. I’m head librarian at the Bluff’s library.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Iris is also on the planning commission.” The arch tone told JD that Prescott was informing him he had three people to persuade.

      JD gave a mental shrug, not worried. “I plan to present a proposal for a new ski resort up on the mountain.”

      Exclamations came from all around, and the men peppered him with questions. JD noticed that the woman was quiet, but she wasn’t ignoring them. Her gaze was intent, observant, absorbing everything that was said and, he had no doubt, drawing her own conclusions as to the benefits and drawbacks of his plans.

      He endured the interrogation for ten minutes before Lily came through the door. He stood, giving the men and then Iris a polite nod. “If you’ll excuse me, Ms. Easton and I have business.”

      “Exactly what kind of business?”

      JD ignored Prescott’s question as if he hadn’t heard it, moving quickly toward Lily and escape.

      “Slow down,” she murmured as she turned her face away from the trio by the couch. “You’re looking a bit desperate.”

      He couldn’t help laughing at her warning. “Good to know, because I am.”

      “Then I get a thanks for rescuing you?”

      There were so many ways he wanted to thank her, but none of them would be appropriate to mention now. “Remind me and I’ll give you my thanks later,” he said with a wink.

      That lovely pink blush rose to her cheeks, and he savored the sight as he settled his hand on her lower back and guided her through the coffee shop into Gimme Sugar.

      Entering the room was like walking into a cocoon of bread- and sweets-scented air. He drew the aroma deep into his lungs, savoring it, and noticed Lily doing the same. Her eyes were closed, a deep hunger on her face. Would she have that look for anything other than desserts? In his bed, maybe? With his tongue on her? His—

      He broke off the thought, but not before it hardened his body in a rush. He was only faintly surprised by the reaction at this point. He’d always been in control of his attraction, no matter how ripe the woman was. But his attraction to Lily? She undermined his defenses so quickly, so easily that his control was beginning to get a bit ragged.

      “Claire!” Lily called.

      Her friend entered from the back of the bakery, tucking stray corkscrew curls back under the wide band holding her hair back. “I’m here; I’m here. Don’t throw a hissy fit.” She lifted her well-used apron over her head, balled it up, and pushed it behind her back, breath a bit heavy. “I’m ready.”

      JD chuckled. “Relax. I’m not here to judge you, Claire.”

      “Well of course you are,” she said, shaking her head. “You have to be to find the right resources for your resort. Nervousness is just my MO.”

      Lily was nodding her head. “It doesn’t matter how fantastic she is or how we rave over her creations; she’s still nervous every single time.”

      “Please don’t be on my account. I’m just looking forward to tasting some sweets. My friend Linc has no problem outing me as having a terrible sweet tooth.”

      “Then you’ve come to the right place,” Claire said with a bright smile.

      Just then DeeDee entered from the coffee shop and moved behind the bakery’s counter. “I’m all set, Claire. You guys go on.”

      Claire led them to the back of the bakery, through a kitchen JD could tell she put to good use, and into an office with a battered desk and a high-top table that had seen better days. She directed them to sit in the barstools before taking the one closest to the door. “Tell me a little about what you think you’ll need,” she began.

      JD explained the basic concept of the resort, elaborating on the large need for essentials when it came to the lodge. The restaurant, with its more high-end offerings, would come afterward, along with the brewery. “My friend Lincoln is an executive chef in New York at —”

      Claire held up a hand. “Wait. You don’t mean Lincoln Young?”

      It was an unusual name. “Yes.”

      “The Lincoln Young.”

      Lily was staring between the two of them, a vee of confusion between her brows, taking in Claire’s near panic and JD’s calm shrug.

      “You mean Lincoln Young, winner of the James Beard Rising Star Chef of the Year Award and Best New Restaurant the first year he was in business? The Lincoln Young who is a regular contributor to Gatronomica? That Lincoln Young is coming here, to Black Wolf’s Bluff, to oversee the establishment of your resort and restaurant?”

      JD noticed her hand, still hanging in the air, was shaking. “Yes, actually. I take it you know of him.”

      “Um”—Claire’s eyes bugged—“yeah! Is there a chef or a baker worth their salt who doesn’t?”

      JD lifted his hands and shrugged. “No idea. I just know we practically grew up together. That’s all.”

      Lily gripped Claire’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Stop worrying. There is absolutely nothing for you to be worried about.”

      Claire shook her head, her laugh strained. “Oh, you have no idea.”

      There was a pregnant pause as he—and Lily as well, if he was reading her wide-eyed expression right—waited for Claire to elaborate, but she didn’t. Instead she seemed to gather herself, squaring her shoulders, and stood. “At any rate, I have desserts that need to be eaten, so how about it?”

      JD gave her what was hopefully an encouraging look. “I can’t wait.” After Claire left the room, he glanced at Lily. “I apologize for taking her off guard.”

      “Don’t,” Lily said. “I have no idea what that was all about, but…” She shrugged. “Claire tends to get on edge when she feels she might be judged. She might love baking, but she’s never had a true insight into how good she is. But I do,” she assured him, “and you’re gonna love this.”
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      JD’s cologne was a mix of citrus and what Lily thought for a moment was sweet tobacco, similar to the scent she remembered surrounding her grandfather when she was a young girl and he still smoked a pipe. But JD didn’t remind her of her grandfather, not even in the slightest. He was too sexy, too warm, too firm where he pressed against her on one side of the tiny bistro table in Claire’s office. Lily held still, held her breath, willing herself to ignore the unignorable. All that succeeded in doing was making her more aware of every move he made.

      The silence between them pulsed with something she couldn’t quite name, but whatever it was, it had her squeezing her thighs together hard. JD glanced down at the move, and she heard his sharp inhale just as Claire returned from the kitchen.

      “We’ll start with the traditional opera torte,” Claire said, carrying a dessert plate that held a small rectangular piece of the dessert. A smear of dark chocolate sauce, a sprig of something green, and a rosette of what looked like whipped cream gave the plate a modern look that made Lily want to Instagram it. “This is a classic almond sponge soaked in coffee syrup, coffee buttercream, chocolate ganache, and a chocolate glaze.”

      The smell of coffee and chocolate nearly overtook JD’s scent, and the two together had Lily’s mouth watering. “Lord, Claire, that smells good.”

      Her friend’s gaze dropped to the floor. “It’s one of my favorites. I hope you like it, JD.”

      He was already picking up the single fork laid out on the plate. “Oh, I have no doubt about that whatsoever.”

      He sank the fork into the cake, breaking through layer after layer of fluffy goodness, until the fork was loaded and he brought it to his mouth. The look on his face when the dessert touched his tongue was almost more than Lily could take—pleasure and greed and wonder all mixed into one.

      Somehow she just knew he’d look like that during sex too.

      And JD confirmed it when a low moan left his lips, as if he felt something he almost couldn’t bear. The image of herself on her knees, in front of him, her fingers drawing down his zipper, shocked Lily to her core, and she realized she wanted that vision to come true more than she’d wanted anything in a long time.

      JD went for another bite.

      She might not make it through this.

      “This is phenomenal, Claire. So light, even with the dark chocolate.”

      Claire’s tawny cheeks darkened with delight. “You enjoy it. I’ll be back with the next plate in just a moment.”

      JD put the second bite in his mouth, savoring this one almost as much as the first. Only when he swallowed did he seem to realize Lily was missing out.

      “You don’t have a plate.”

      Lily shook her head. “No. Claire knows I’m always watching myself when it comes to desserts—one bite and I’ll gobble it all up.”

      A frown creased JD’s brow. “Do you enjoy sweets?”

      “Far, far too much,” she admitted, feeling herself blush as if she were admitting her deepest secret. Or maybe it was the fantasy still lingering in the back of her mind heating her cheeks.

      Resolve firmed JD’s expression. “Then share with me and we’ll both half our temptation.”

      Lily watched him fork up another bite, but she didn’t think temptation would be cut in half at all. No. The second he lifted the fork to her lips, temptation soared instead.

      “Do you mind sharing?” he asked her. The bite waited at her lips, almost touching.

      When she’d really like to share so much more than a fork, a dessert? “No,” she croaked. And opened her mouth.

      JD slid the fork inside, his eyes electric as they zeroed in on her mouth. She closed her lips around the torte as he eased the fork back. That moan that JD had released was repeated in the back of her throat. And something feral came over his face.

      “Good?” he asked, the word hoarse.

      She swallowed. “So good.” Her words were no more than a whisper.

      His eyes held her captive. “How about another bite?”

      Talking was beyond her, so she simply nodded. JD repeated the process, and Lily thought she might go up in flames. Only Claire’s return kept her from begging JD to kiss her.

      Claire glanced at the half-eaten torte, then at Lily licking her lips. Her brown eyes went a little wide. “Um, how about something a little different,” she asked, tearing her focus away from Lily and onto the man she was supposed to impress, but not before a tiny smirk touched her lips. Lily took the moment of distraction to compose herself. Or tried to, anyway.

      “This is a lemon pound cake with vanilla bean chantilly cream and candied figs.”

      “I love lemon,” JD said, reaching for the plate greedily. He brought it to his nose, inhaling deeply. Lily imagined him doing the same thing with his nose buried in her neck. “Beautiful,” he said.

      Lily closed her eyes tight. Get yourself together, Lil!

      JD combined a piece of fig, the cream, and a bite of pound cake onto the fork, holding it out for her. “Try it.”

      Lily shook her head. “The first bite is yours.”

      JD grinned, that sexy dimple making an appearance. “I usually prefer it that way.”

      As he ate the bite of pound cake, she had the distinct impression that he was not talking about dessert.

      “Claire, God.” JD finished his bite and forked up another. “Where did you learn to do this?”

      “I went to the Institute of Culinary Education in New York.”

      “You were obviously a star pupil.” JD offered the bite to Lily. The taste of lemon and vanilla burst over her tongue, but she forced back the moan this time. Much more of that and she’d combust.

      “I’m glad you’re pleased.” The pride infusing Claire’s voice touched Lily’s heart. “Any of these desserts can be produced in bulk for the restaurant to serve. I’m already fulfilling bulk ordering for a couple of restaurants in Gatlinburg, though those are more traditional desserts—cheesecake, pies, basic cakes—and I provide breakfast pastries to a handful of hotels in the area.”

      “That could definitely come in handy at the lodge.” JD took another bite.

      Claire met Lily’s eyes, her own sparkling with achievement. Lily gave her a discreet thumbs-up.

      Claire tapped the table lightly. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Here.” JD held up another bite of the pound cake, brushing Lily’s lips. She took the bite, watching in fascination as he raised his other hand, his thumb coming up to glide along the edge of her mouth.

      “Cream.” He smirked, then licked the white fluff from his skin.

      She needed to get out of here. Professional, remember. You’re a professional. Stop fantasizing about—

      God, was she fantasizing, mostly about JD closing and locking the door, laying Lily out on this tiny table, and feasting on something that had nothing to do with food.

      JD took one more bite before Claire returned, this time with a cranberry ricotta rosemary tart. “The candied ginger chiffonade is the perfect contrast to the sweetness of the cranberries and the savory rosemary,” Claire explained.

      “I admit I’ve never had a dessert with rosemary in it.” JD shrugged. “After your first two desserts, I’m game for anything that comes out of your kitchen.”

      Claire laughed, seeming pleased at the compliment, as JD broke off the corner of the tart and gathered the bite to bring to his mouth. Another one of those full-body moans left him. “Really, you have to try this, Lily.”

      He raised a bite to her lips. The flaky tart crust held a buttery flavor that mixed with the slightly sweet ricotta cream and the sour berries. Spice hit her tongue—the candied ginger. “Oh my Lord, Claire, where have you been hiding this thing?”

      “This one’s definitely different, something I’ve been working on for the holidays.”

      JD was spooning another big bite into his mouth. “Stop working on it and start selling it, Claire.”

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      “Like it?” Lily eyed the remaining tart with greed. “I love it.”

      “As much as your chocolate cupcake?” Claire teased.

      She considered that a moment. “Honestly, no. I don’t love anything as much as I love chocolate.”

      JD chuckled next to her. “Well, enjoy something a little different while you can.”

      Lily accepted another bite. Claire left them to the tart and returned to her kitchen.

      JD held the fork motionless, staring into Lily’s eyes for a long moment, his own darkening. “I need to say thank you, Lily.”

      “Why?” She raised a napkin to brush it across her lips. If JD saw any cream on her mouth and made a move to retrieve it, she wouldn’t be responsible for the consequences. Best to head off the possibility before she embarrassed them both.

      “You made me get past my own prejudice and see some of the options here in Black Wolf’s Bluff with different eyes. Thank you.”

      The sincere words brought a melting sensation to her heart. “There are good people here, JD. Not everyone has a skill you can use, but many of them do. They can help you, and if you let them invest themselves in the resort, they’ll make sure you thrive. More than anyone you bring in from halfway across the state or country.”

      “I agree.” His hand came up again, this time brushing his thumb along her cheekbone. The rough scrape of his skin against hers sent a shiver down her spine. “I’m glad you were able to get that through my thick head. Any other build, I would have thought of it myself, but I’m afraid I’ve had a chip on my shoulder about this town for thirty years. It had more to do with my grandparents than Black Wolf’s Bluff, and you helped me see that.”

      What had his grandparents done to make him resent Black Wolf’s Bluff? She wanted to know, even opened her mouth to ask, but it wasn’t her place, not yet. “You’re welcome.”

      “And last but not least…” Claire came through the door to the office, a small platter in her hands holding what Lily swore was a miniature wedding cake. Two tiers coated in a pristine white glaze that shone in the fluorescent light. And along one side, a cascade of gorgeous white flowers, sprinkled in what looked like gold stardust, were accented with gold leaves.

      “Wow.” Lily had lost count of how many times she’d said the word, but any other words escaped her. She shook her head. “That’s beautiful, Claire.”

      Her friend shrugged her shoulder, but Lily knew she wasn’t indifferent to their pleasure and compliments. Claire didn’t know what to say when people told her how good she was, but she deserved the praise whether she believed it or not.

      “If JD intends to offer special events like weddings, he’ll need access to a caterer. This is a small version, but it gives you an idea of what we can offer.” She set the cake on the table and took up a cake cutter. “Classic red velvet with raspberry-vanilla ganache and raspberry filling. Traditional cream cheese icing and a white chocolate mirror glaze.”

      “I don’t think you’ll have any trouble impressing Linc when he comes down,” JD said, watching as Claire cut a slice of the cake.

      “I seriously doubt that.”

      Lily glanced up sharply at Claire’s odd tone. Almost as if she knew Linc personally.

      Claire passed JD a generous slice of cake, seeming to notice that he, too, was staring intently. “Lincoln Young has a reputation,” she explained, her tone flippant.

      And fake. There was something going on there, and Lily intended to find out what.

      For right now she let it go and indulged in the soft, moist wedding cake her friend had prepared. JD couldn’t stop raving, and Lily felt like she was walking on cloud nine. She’d done it! They weren’t finished, not by a long shot, but she’d convinced the arrogant, know-it-all New Yorker to consider her town in a different light.

      And she was considering him in a different light too. Another four days together? She couldn’t wait, but she also had a feeling that she wouldn’t be able to control her reaction to this man if their time together—and close proximity—lasted beyond another few days.
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      Having filled up on desserts and JD, Lily chose to cover the office so Evan could spend some extra time with his girlfriend during lunch. Except the longer she spent at her desk, the more she found herself drifting into daydreams about JD and how those firm lips of his would feel if they were devouring her instead of red velvet cake. Finally, unable to stand herself any longer, she set the Back in 5 Minutes sign on the office door and headed for the lobby. Maybe a walk across to the post office to grab the mail would get her mind redirected.

      Outside, Lily surveyed the town square, taking in the restored shops. Wildwood Brew and Gimme Sugar were just off the square, their side entrance sharing the north end of the square with old Mr. Tradd’s pharmacy and a brand-new accountant who’d set up an office just last year after she’d graduated from the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga. The requisite insurance office, lawyer’s office, and Patty’s Deli, home of the best baked meatball subs Lily had ever indulged in, took up the east side. They’d been refurbished a couple of years ago, and the upper floors had been made into loft apartments, one of which Evan had bought. The local credit union had converted the corner lot to the south and added a drive-through; they shared their end of the square with Clayton Harding’s pub, the Drunken Otter, which took up half the block.

      Lily walked out of the front entrance of the courthouse, facing the west side of the square, and headed for the post office. The building had been located there since the town was founded over a hundred years ago and had originally been a small church, but in the 1950s, services had been moved to a sanctuary on the south side of town and the post office had taken over the entire building. Though neither businesslike nor practical, Lily had always admired the quaint front porch and spire, now bare of a cross, that remained.

      It felt good to stretch her legs, to think about something—or someone—other than the man that had dominated her thoughts for the past few days. Except she couldn’t help looking around at the buildings, the people of the town she loved and wondering what changes Black Wolf Resort would bring to it, to them. She wasn’t naive—change would come, one way or another. It already did in small ways, but what JD proposed was something with far greater impact. The square had been designed, like most small Southern towns, as a sort of roundabout, with single lanes on the inside that formed a continuous loop around the courthouse, and outside lanes that led off to the north, south, east, and west. A third lane held slanted parking spaces that allowed access to the various businesses and offices.

      There was no room for expansion here, not without removing historic buildings. Would they need a bypass road to alleviate traffic through town? What would that do to the businesses here that relied on traffic to support their livelihood? Would JD agree to carry some of the burden of building? This was still a small town, and the townspeople couldn’t support the total cost.

      And preserving their current small-town way of life… To someone else, that hope might seem like no more than a fantasy, but she was determined to figure it out.

      Which meant working even more closely with JD. She’d never tell anyone else, but she couldn’t deny to herself how much that excited her.

      And here she was, thinking about him again. To distract herself, she absently hummed the Mr. Mister song that had been playing on the radio they kept in the office, and started up the front walkway to the post office. Evan used to make fun of her “old lady” music, but now that they were taking turns sharing the radio, she’d gotten him to accept her Journey and Heart, as much as she’d come to enjoy his Imagine Dragons and Mumford & Sons. She’d even caught him nodding his head to Phil Collins’s “You Can’t Hurry Love” the other day, though he’d hastily stopped when she entered the front office to ask for a form she was missing. She’d done her best not to smirk.

      Speaking of music…maybe a town festival would draw some of the guests at the resort into town. Clayton might have contacts in the local music scene, probably even Nashville.

      Obviously, trying not to think about JD and his resort was fruitless.

      Her office inevitably overfilled their official PO box, so she moved straight through the foyer and into the part of the building that used to be the sanctuary. The walls were lined with numbered boxes, and a long table in the center provided a place to address packages and sort mail. About a third of the way back, a glass wall separated the lobby from the mail counter and sorting areas. Lily could see through to the counter on the left where Lou Rutledge had held court every weekday since Lily could remember. Now in her eighties, she was a staple in Black Wolf’s Bluff, a fount of knowledge when it came to the town’s history, and the biggest gossip around. If something was worth knowing, Lou Rutledge knew it.

      Lily opened the door and stepped through, taking in Lou’s hair color of the month: purple. Styled lavender curls graced the old woman’s head, bobbing in time as she chatted with Iris Daniels, who leaned against the counter with a gracious smile and avid eyes. A good gab session with Miss Lou, as she was affectionately known, was enjoyed by every woman in town at least once a week. How else would they keep up with the comings and goings around here?

      “Mayor!” Lou cried as Lily approached the counter. “What do you think?” she asked, patting her hair. “Tonya outdid herself this time, didn’t she?”

      Tonya certainly had. “You look beautiful, Miss Lou.”

      The woman simpered. Lily fought the urge to giggle.

      “How are you, Lily?” Iris asked.

      How was she? An automatic, “I’m doing fine,” rose to her lips before Lily could decide. Fine wasn’t totally accurate, though. She was more than fine. The past three days since she’d met JD, she’d been happy, maybe truly happy for the first time in a while.

      That’s exactly why he’s dangerous. He’s not staying, Lily. Get your head out of the clouds.

      She gave Iris a genuine smile. “How are you?”

      Iris had no more gotten her, “Oh, fine.” past her lips before Lou leaned across the counter.

      “Now, Lily, when will Bert and Ernie be coming out to pick up those huge piles of trash? You know Snookums hates walking around those. They make my baby as nervous as a roomful of rocking chairs.”

      Lily refrained from laughing at Lou’s nickname for the town’s two garbagemen—who were definitely not named Bert and Ernie—and instead glanced over at the orange-striped, long-tailed, silky looking cat spread across the opposite side of the postal counter. The massive tabby surveyed his domain with lazy green eyes, sure of his supremacy in the world of Black Wolf’s Bluff’s mail—and his mistress, who never failed to indulge him at every turn. Her fingers itched to sink into that luxurious fur, but she knew from past experience that Snookums accepted pets only on his own terms, meaning arbitrarily. You never knew if the cat would eat up the attention or attempt to eat your fingers, so she steered clear.

      As for being afraid of debris on the streets? She had little doubt the cat had never been frightened of a single thing in its life.

      She wouldn’t mention that to Miss Lou. “It’s that time of year; everyone is cleaning out their gardens for spring and piling up the debris for pickup. Jesse and Ernesto”—their much appreciated garbagemen—“will be out early next week when big trash pickup is scheduled. Don’t worry, they won’t be late.”

      Lou didn’t look reassured. Snookums’s mistress was as sure of the supremacy of her desires as her cat was, and hated them not being met. “I hope not. Snookums loves his walks, but I don’t like making my little man anxious.”

      Little man? Lily estimated the giant puffball would weigh in at no less than twenty-five pounds. The picture the two of them made, Lou looking so delicate at her advanced age and the chunky cat strolling along beside her on a leash, had newcomers doing a double take more often than not.

      “Don’t worry, Miss Lou. Snookums will be walking home without fear within a couple of days.”

      “Lily,” Iris said, breaking into the discussion of Miss Lou’s favorite topic in the world (her cat), “I was pleased to meet Mr. Lane yesterday.”

      Yesterday. She murmured something appropriate, struggling to keep a blush from rising. Yesterday was best not thought of under Lou’s intense scrutiny.

      “We had a few moments to discuss his proposal for the planning commission.”

      “Yes.” Lily cleared her throat. “It’s an ambitious project.”

      “Darn right it is,” Lou popped in. “Too ambitious. Who does that man think he is, barging in and trying to change this town? Lane or not, he’s got no stake here.”

      News was traveling fast, it seemed. And it wasn’t surprising that JD’s history would come up. Though he was a few years older than she, the fact that he’d been shipped elsewhere by the Lane’s for schooling had been a common topic for gossip as she grew up. She was uncertain about his elementary education, but he’d attended a boarding school for the upper grades at least, and had moved away from Black Wolf’s Bluff immediately after graduation.

      “Wallace and Virginia Lane had their nose in our business until the old coot died, you know.” The irony that the Lane patriarch had been in his sixties, many years her junior, when he suffered a heart attack seemed lost on Lou. “Virginia might have become a hermit after that, but this young upstart has never been involved with our town.”

      He’d had no intention of being involved now, either, not until she’d fought for it. She’d prayed she could make a difference, could show JD the value of investing not just in his resort but in the town. She was making headway, she knew it; she just had to keep pushing.

      “Now, Lou,” Iris, ever the calm one, interrupted. “We don’t know what all will happen. Certainly one resort won’t make us Gatlinburg overnight. If we give the man a chance—”

      “Pfft.” Lou was having none of it. “Nothing good ever comes of change; I’ve lived long enough to know that.”

      Lily didn’t dare to point out that Lou changed her hair color every month without disaster. She’d been raised to respect her elders, she reminded herself while biting her tongue.

      Iris stiffened across from her. “Sometimes change is good, Lou. Sometimes”—the woman paused, then cleared her throat—“change may be necessary.”

      Lily eyed Iris as Lou poured out her thoughts about that statement. There was something in Iris’s eyes, in the rigidity of her body that made Lily wonder. But then Iris sidetracked Lou by reminding the older woman kindly that she had to get back to the library, and Lou retreated to the back to retrieve their mail.

      “There’ll be more objections like that,” Lily said quietly in the aftermath.

      “There will be,” Iris agreed. “But what I said was true. Things can’t always stay the same, no matter how hard the path forward might be. We go through it together, though.” Iris’s steel-gray eyes met Lily’s, and the resolve in them gave her hope. “I only spoke with Mr. Lane a few minutes, but I liked him. And I liked his plan. I want to see more. And with the town’s input, I think it could be even better.”

      Lily thought so too. And having someone else see it was reassuring in a way she hadn’t realized she needed.

      “By the way.” Iris leaned close as Miss Lou exited the sorting room and moved toward them with two small bins of mail. “I couldn’t help noticing as you went over to Claire’s yesterday…” A pretty pink tint rose on Iris’s cheeks. “Watching that man walk makes me blush.” A little laugh escaped her. “I might need to go visit Father Pinckney over at the Catholic church this Sunday and confess.”
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      The trip to Forest Fine Furniture had been a success. Lily and JD had gone over to meet the owner, her friend Mohe Smith, and talk about specifications for the resort this afternoon. As JD had put it, “We are not doing ‘luxury futon’ furniture,” despite how his friends had apparently teased him. This was a high-end resort, but he wanted it comfortable as well as classy. High-grade woods. Plush fabrics. Big, deep, with lots of “sinkability.” Furniture you never wanted to leave; that’s what JD was looking for.

      And she’d known just the place to take him. She’d gone to school with Mohe, they’d graduated together, and he’d apprenticed in his father’s carpentry shop for years before opening his own custom furniture business. Not those big chairs carved from whole oak stumps, or the chandeliers made of buck antlers. Mohe made pieces that would last for generation, taking their place alongside antiques while still being furniture people loved using.

      Though some pieces, particularly bedroom furniture, would need to be factory-ordered due to the volume the resort would need, certain areas like the lobby and dining rooms would receive Mohe’s special touch.

      Lily couldn’t be more thrilled.

      Riding that high, she’d responded to Evans’s inquiry about tonight’s meetup at the pub with an, “Of course I’ll be there. I wouldn’t miss it.”

      JD, entering the office just behind her, arched his dark eyebrows. “A pub? Black Wolf’s Bluff has a pub?”

      Evan was the one who filled him in. “We do. The Drunken Otter.”

      “The place across the square?”

      “That’s the one. A bunch of us head over there every Thursday to hang out after work, relax a little before the weekend.”

      JD eyed Lily in a way that made her squirm, though she wasn’t sure why. “How would you feel about a tagalong?”

      How she felt was like a bit too much of her less-than-businesslike response to him was blazing across her face for both him and Evan to see. Trying desperately to school her features, she choked out, “A tagalong would be great.”

      Which was how, after returning to their respective homes to change, they happened to walk into the Drunken Otter together.

      Just in time for every member of her friend circle to witness.

      Erin and Claire had already snagged a table in the middle of the room, knowing the place would start to fill up soon. Thursday night was ladies’ night, aka ’80s night, and it often seemed like every woman, married, single, or dating, showed up just for half-price margaritas and actual music they could dance to. Well, they could also line dance on Tuesdays, but that wasn’t Lily’s thing. As the saying went, ’80s were her jam—did that date her or what?—and she couldn’t resist a chance to relax. It was the one social gathering where she didn’t try to wear both hats, citizen and mayor, and simply concentrated on having a good time.

      As did everybody else.

      “Have you eaten?” Erin asked the moment they approached the table.

      “And miss Clayton’s famous wings?” Lily asked, doing her best to project her horror. “No way.”

      “Do pubs have wings?” JD asked. His tone said he’d figured on fish and chips or shepherd’s pie.

      “Usually, no,” Lily answered. “Most nights Clayton serves more traditional Irish food, but Tuesdays and Thursdays he has a more American menu.”

      “So is he American or Irish?”

      “All American,” Evan said, joining the table with his arm around a slender, brown-eyed beauty. A gleam of pride glowed in his eyes as he glanced down at the woman. “JD, meet Alana, my girlfriend.”

      JD shook Alana’s hand, murmuring a greeting.

      “Welcome to town,” Alana said, her gaze direct. Though young, she didn’t tend toward shyness. “My mom has told me all about you.”

      “Your mom?”

      “Maria,” Lily said.

      JD smiled, the warmth lighting up his blue eyes even in the dim bar. “Your mother makes fantastic coffee.”

      Pleasure suffused Alana’s face. “She does.”

      They were a close-knit family, and Lily knew nothing pleased Alana more than someone appreciating her mom’s hard work. Except maybe being with Evan. The two had dated for over a year now, and they seemed to suit each other very well.

      “Anyway,” Evan continued, picking up the thread of conversation as he pulled out a chair for Alana, “Clayton spent several years after high school in Ireland. He started there backpacking with a friend, loved it, and stayed. When he came home, only a pub would do for him.”

      “Plus he’s a fantastic cook,” Claire put in.

      “Now I get it,” JD said. “So what’s good?”

      “The wings,” they all said in chorus.

      JD laughed, that sexy dimple making an appearance. “Wings it is. But please tell me there’s Guinness on tap.”

      “You know it,” Erin said. She and Evan went up to the bar, where Clayton, his shaggy blond head bent over the tap, and several of his employees waited for the rush to start. In minutes they had heaping baskets of wings to share, Guinness for the guys, and strawberry margaritas for the ladies. Erin was the exception, with her Jameson whisky, ginger ale, and cranberry juice cocktail. Everyone ragged her about it as they dug into the food.

      “Those are good wings,” JD said later, unashamedly wiping his hands with the moist towelettes served alongside the wings. Lily couldn’t keep from eyeing the powerful forearms revealed by his rolled-up sleeves. “What’s that barbecue sauce made with?”

      “It’s a golden bourbon sauce,” Lily said. “Mustard and bourbon, brown sugar… That’s as far as we’ve gotten with the recipe. Clayton absolutely refuses to share.”

      “We need somebody to sex it out of him,” Claire said.

      Lily blushed. Sitting beside her, JD laughed.

      They were debating between New York cheesecake and authentic Irish sticky toffee when Clayton turned the jukebox on. “Dessert later. Time to dance!” Erin said.

      Evan groaned. Alana laughed, the sound carrying a hint of evil, chucking him with her shoulder. “That’s the price you pay for Guinness.” She stood. “Take me out.”

      He eyed her hand, lifting his own reluctantly. JD shook his head. “That’s definitely a small price to pay for Guinness.”

      Lily leaned closer. “Evan hates dancing.”

      JD turned his face toward her, putting him almost nose to nose with her. “I can tell. He’s missing out on one of the great joys in life.”

      “Dancing?”

      “Dancing. Music.” His gaze dropped to her lips. “Especially with a partner. Most things are better with a partner.”

      The bitter smell of Guinness reached her on his breath, not at all unpleasant. Especially not when mixed with the scent of JD’s cologne. “Do you like to dance?”

      “Absolutely.” His voice dropped to a whisper, barely heard over the music. “I’m good at it too.” He winked.

      Lily thought her heart might burst. It was on the tip of her tongue to beg him to dance with her. Or maybe kiss her. She wasn’t sure which request would come out, so she pressed her lips together. And Erin beat her to the punch.

      “Come show me what you got, hot stuff.” She reached a hand out for JD. As he stood, turning his back to Lily, Erin peeked around his shoulder, grinning. “I’ll warm him up for you.”

      If only she could sink into the floor. She’d never been so embarrassed in her life, but the rest of their table didn’t seem to blink. As was their custom, she and Claire didn’t wait for male partners to join the dance floor. This was more of a free-for-all, although even in her small circle of women enjoying the music, she couldn’t help glancing at the middle of the dance floor where Erin and JD were practically dirty dancing to George Michaels’s “Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go.”

      Holy cow, the man knew what to do with his hips.

      She almost wished he’d asked her first, but fast dancing with a partner had never been her forte and Erin knew that. None of her previous boyfriends had been willing to dance. She’d done the whole shuffling-around-the-floor thing at high school dances, but other than that, her only dancing experience was when Clayton started ladies’ night and they’d all decided to hell with dates, they’d enjoy themselves solo. And they did. It wasn’t long before several other women had joined in; first their close friend Scarlett. Then Alana had started dragging Evan in, and her friend Jessa from high school who worked in Gatlinburg, then Rosalyn from the daycare on 5th Street.

      Even Lou had joined them tonight, her lavender head bopping along to the music. Lily assumed Snookums was still at home, although she wouldn’t put it past Miss Lou to sneak the cat in here and see if he enjoyed dancing as much as he enjoyed walking.

      When that song ended, Erin and JD were laughing, looking winded, but they’d obviously enjoyed themselves. Lily pushed down a spark of jealousy. There was nothing to be jealous about, but oh, how she wished she was skillful enough to match him on the dance floor.

      Maybe he gives lessons.

      JD danced a fast song with Claire, then one with Alana.

      Okay, she could be jealous.

      After they all returned to the table to refresh themselves with drinks, the first slow song of the night came on. Savage Garden, one of her favorite bands. “I Knew I Loved You.” The song that made every woman swoon.

      She closed her eyes to savor the opening chords, and when she opened them, it was to find JD standing in front of her, hand out. “May I have this dance?”

      Her throat suddenly thick, all she could do was nod and put her hand in his. JD lifted her from her seat and led her to the dance floor.

      She hadn’t been prepared for the feel of his arms around her. JD was tall, taller than her even in her heels, and his arms surrounding her made her feel enclosed, enveloped, despite the respectable inches he left between them. Cursing those inches, she savored the steel of his muscles and the way he guided her, somehow making it easy to follow without even thinking about it. No pressure. No stress. Sinking into the moment was never easy for her, but now, here, with JD, she sank hard.

      Until her breasts brushed his chest. She sucked in a breath as a jolt of heat shot through her. Nothing in recent memory had felt that good. Nothing in her life had ever felt as good as JD, period, and when he turned her on the dance floor and her nipples pressed more firmly against him, she had to tighten her grip just to keep herself upright.

      JD’s fingers dug into her hips. Lily jerked her head up to meet the intense electric blue of his eyes—and something crystalized inside her, making everything else fall away. For the longest moment they simply breathed, looking into each other’s eyes.

      It was JD who broke the silence.

      “You feel good against me, Lily.”

      Her cheeks went hot. Her smile was so wide it hurt even as she ducked her head to hide the blush.

      And then, with her heart threatening to pound out of her ribs, she did something completely, totally brazen. Totally unlike her.

      And totally right.

      She eased closer until her breasts pressed firmly against his chest, their bellies met, their hips aligned like they’d been made to fit each other.

      JD growled low in his throat.

      A shiver shook her as that sound vibrated from his chest to her nipples, then shot straight to her core, but she didn’t raise her head. Couldn’t. She was too busy clutching him to her, trying to breathe, wondering desperately what else she would feel if only she could stay in JD’s arms forever. She was forty years old, and though she’d thought she’d been in love before, was definitely no virgin, this man’s body against hers was better than any man who’d come before. His breath against the sensitive skin along the side of her throat. The firm push of his arousal against her soft belly.

      She’d heard of chemistry, but in all her years, she’d never truly understood until now.

      “JD,” she whispered helplessly.

      His head dipped, his mouth coming to rest against her ear. “Lily.”

      For a moment she imagined he sounded as stunned, as needy as she felt. And then a commotion at the door of the pub brought her head up, and her gaze settled on the crowd of men entering. At the very center was the one man sure to kill any arousal she might feel.

      Mason.
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      Her eyes met cold dark ones across the expanse of the pub. She turned her head away, unconsciously seeking the safety of JD’s shoulder, a curse leaving her lips. JD eased back, his gaze moving in the men’s direction. “Someone you know?”

      Regret washed over her. “Unfortunately.” She glanced up at him, wanting to apologize for breaking the moment, wishing she could keep the magic going, but her entire body had gone tight— and not in a good way—the moment her eyes landed on Mason.

      “It’s okay,” he said. Oddly enough, she could read understanding in his eyes despite the fact that he couldn’t possibly know what was going on. Still, he squeezed her hips against him, and she noticed his erection had barely lessened. “We can take this up at a better time. But Lily…” He brought a hand up to cup her cheek, his thumb caressing along her jaw, and dipped his head once more to whisper in her ear. “I’ll definitely remember. I hope you will too.”

      As if there was any chance of her forgetting. She gave him what was probably a small smile as the song came to an end, and JD escorted her back to the table.

      Mason and his party were at the far end of the bar, their boisterousness adding a hard edge to the music and chatter and laughter already filling the pub. It never took more than the sight of him to tense her up. No one could deny he was handsome—tall, like JD, but roughly built. The popular high school offensive lineman, drooled over by every girl in their class, and he’d wanted to date her. Lily had put him off because, despite his dark good looks and status, both at school and in the town, there’d been no real spark for her. Mason had been through numerous girlfriends and two wives since.

      Four years ago he’d come back to town after a few years in Asheville, and she’d agreed to go out with him. Unfortunately a short-lived…something—not lust, per se, but at least attraction—was all that had developed between them. Maybe it was because she was busy with her mayoral campaign. Maybe she was just as bad in bed as Mason claimed every time they argued. Whatever the issue, she’d finally broken things off.

      To say Mason took it badly was an understatement. He’d started spreading rumors that she was frigid, and those rumors persisted to this day.

      Oh, no one mentioned them to her face—except Mason—but they were there all the same, as evidenced by the wide berth the few eligible men in town gave her.

      Until JD.

      Would that change when Mason’s poison spread to him? And it would, she had no doubt. Mason wouldn’t miss this opportunity; he never forgave, and he never forgot. A lesson she should have learned long before she dated him.

      Her gaze latched on to Erin’s a bit desperately as they approached their table.

      “Bathroom break?” her friend asked.

      “Definitely.” She looked up at JD. “Be right back,” she murmured.

      His hand slid from hers, up her arm, to bury itself beneath her hair. His grip on her neck—not hard, just solid—steadied her. “I’ll hold you to that; I want another dance. You ladies don’t take too long.”

      She closed her eyes briefly, relief rushing through her, before following Erin and Scarlett’s lead to the restroom. Which happened to be past the far end of the bar.

      Damn it.

      Stiffening her spine, she kept her gaze glued to Erin’s back. Scarlett, their author friend who’d moved to town about a year ago, came up on her right side, between her and the bar. A glance behind her saw Claire bringing up the rear, a reassuring smile curving her mouth.

      A few audible remarks about women moving in packs and group visits to bathrooms for suspicious purposes floated on the air, just loud enough for them to barely catch. Her skin tightened across her cheekbones, but she refused to glance Mason’s way.

      They’d almost made it past when he stepped directly in front of her, bypassing Erin with the same grace he’d shown on the football field twenty years ago. “Lily.”

      She gritted her teeth. “Excuse us, Mason.”

      He jerked a chin toward her table. “See you’ve got a new boy toy.”

      “You don’t want to do this, Mason,” Claire warned from behind her.

      Pure amusement lit his dark gaze. “Do what?” That gaze settled back on Lily. “You can’t have fucked him yet. He doesn’t look disappointed.”

      An audible gasp went up from her girlfriends. Lily simply stood, praying the mask she’d perfected as mayor held out a little bit longer. “Let us pass, please.”

      Mason smirked down at her.

      Scarlett, barely five feet tall but feisty nonetheless, seemed to have had enough. “Move it, dickwad.” She barreled forward, using her shoulder to jar Mason as she rounded him. A hard grasp on Lily’s wrist tugged her along.

      The roaring in her ears blocked out whatever happened in their wake. The next thing she knew, they were through the restroom door and she was leaning against the wall.

      “Dickwad?” Claire snickered.

      Scarlett shrugged a shoulder, scanning her long blonde bangs with pink and blue stripes in the mirror as if she hadn’t a care in the world. “What can I say? I’m magic with words.”

      The rest of them laughed when the woman winked at them.

      “Get many dickwads in your romance novels?” Erin teased. “I thought you were writing heroes, not villains.”

      “Mason is definitely in the villain category,” Scarlett said. “An incredible nuisance who deserves to be put in his place.”

      “You certainly did that,” Lily said. “Thank you.” Her heart was still pounding.

      Scarlett waved her thanks away as the other two women went into the stalls. Leaning her generous hips against the countertop, she eyed Lily knowingly. “Speaking of heroes, that JD…”

      “So hot,” Claire called from her stall. “He looked hungrier for Lily than he did for my desserts the other day, and that’s saying something. The guy has a sweet tooth.”

      Heat rushed to Lily’s cheeks, and she cursed her lifelong tendency to blush.

      “Definitely hot,” agreed Erin over the sound of the toilet flushing.

      “Y’all…”

      Scarlett ignored her unspoken plea for mercy. “So has he kissed you yet?”

      “No!” Lily rubbed at an ache beginning between her eyebrows. Weren’t they in here because of Mason? Not JD. “Jeez. We’re not a couple or anything. He’s a business associate.”

      “He’s an eligible man, from what I’ve heard,” Scarlett pointed out. “That and attraction—which you two seem to have, based on the color of your cheeks—and an agreeable personality make him one of very few potentials in this town; you know that.”

      Boy, did she know it. “He’s just visiting; he’s not here to stay.”

      “Anything is possible,” Scarlett sing-songed as she headed over to the stall Erin vacated.

      If only that were true. She knew what she was seeing in his eyes, reading in his body—especially on the dance floor—but she was afraid to believe it. Afraid of actual hope when it came to anything she couldn’t control. She didn’t dare.

      Still… “We went by Papa’s place the other day.”

      “And?” Erin asked.

      Lily hesitated.

      “Aaaaand?” Claire this time, hurrying over to the sink, eyes stuck on Lily.

      She twisted her hands together. “And…I swear…”

      Erin groaned as she dried her hands. “I’m gonna swear too if you don’t spill your secrets, woman!”

      Lily couldn’t hold back a groan. “Would you all stop?”

      “Nope.” The p was a pop of sound from the nearest stall, underscoring Scarlett’s unapologetic tone.

      “I swear he almost kissed me.”

      There, she’d spit it out. It made her feel like she was sixteen again, whispering secrets to her friends about the boy in her English class that she had the biggest crush on, but…oh God, she’d admitted it out loud!

      Claire stared into the mirror, hands under the running water, one brow arched. Lily saw zero shock in her expression. “Of course he did. He almost devoured you in my shop yesterday, woman.”

      “Not to mention the ridge in his pants out there on the dance floor,” Scarlet called through the door.

      Oh my God. “Y’all…”

      “I don’t understand the hesitation, Lily,” Claire said.

      “It’s just…” Thoughts whirled in her head, refusing to come together easily. “It’s…” A rumble of irritation left her. “I’m forty years old,” she finally blurted out.

      “And?”

      “And…yes, he’s older, but he’s…sexy. Sophisticated. A flirt. You know this has to be…”

      Erin passed a couple of towels to Claire, then leaned a shoulder against the paper dispenser. “You’re scared that he’s just passing the time while he’s here. And you wouldn’t be scared if there weren’t already feelings involved.”

      “Yes, damn it!” Lily’s face flamed at the admission, but she could no longer deny it.

      Claire shook her head. “Why assume he’s only looking for a temporary good time?”

      “What else could he be looking for? He’s—” Lily fluttered her hands around, meaning what, she didn’t know. “And I’m—” She waved air toward her face, feeling like she might pass out.

      Claire dropped the paper towels into the trash can and walked over to take Lily’s hands in hers. “Maybe he’s looking at you, not just for a good time. Maybe he sees what we all see, a sexy woman mature enough to have something in common with him. Lily…” She squeezed Lily’s hands. “We tease you about always being put together, always being in control, but look at yourself in the mirror, hon. Really look. You act like your hair is falling out or you’re wearing Depends. You’re perfectly healthy, with all your own teeth. Perfect skin. Hell, even your belly is flat. I could hate you for that alone.” Claire’s smile said she was teasing, but her eyes were serious. “Any man with eyes and a brain in his head would know you’re a catch, Mason’s lies be damned. And JD seems like he would be perfectly capable of seeing them as exactly that, lies.”

      “History has not taught me that lesson.” At all.

      “Fuck history.” Scarlett barged out of the stall toward the counter and turned on the water. “I mean it.” Lily watched over Claire’s shoulder as her friend washed her hands, then dried them. Finally Scarlett nudged Claire aside and stared hard at Lily, seeming to want to drill whatever she was about to say into Lily’s psyche. “You’re attracted; you’ve already admitted that.”

      An automatic denial rose to her lips.

      Erin scoffed. “Just look at the man. Of course you are!”

      Lily rolled her eyes at Erin’s comment. Right. Even if she hadn’t admitted it, denial was useless. She’d have to be dead not to be attracted to JD.

      Scarlett ignored the byplay. “If you want him, Lily, here’s what you do: the next time he looks like he wants to kiss you, you open the docking bay doors, put out the welcome lights, and wave that man in, you got me?”

      Claire sputtered out a laugh.

      Scarlett gave their friend a cocky grin. “Who’s the master of romance here?” For a second a flash of something darkened her pretty green eyes, but then she popped a hand onto her hip and got back to business. “I am. And I’m telling you, all it will take is an invitation. If you’re lucky—and I think you are—he’ll give you more than just a kiss.” She sashayed toward the bathroom door, throwing over her shoulder, “And you’ll enjoy every minute of it.”
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      At first JD hadn’t been certain which man in the unruly group entering the pub had made Lily go rigid in his arms, not until one of them stepped into her path on her way to the restroom. The ringleader, it appeared. The ass looked like one of those men who’d been a hotshot in high school or college and couldn’t let go of the fact decades later. No potbelly yet, but the way he was chugging back the beer, JD had a feeling that was only a few years out. Still well-muscled, using his height to tower over the women. JD had been seconds away from forcefully removing him from Lily’s vicinity—and it had been Lily he was focused on, no doubt about that—when her friend Scarlett had remedied the situation.

      Still, the man bore watching.

      Others were watching him too, JD noticed. Narrowed eyes and uncomfortable shifts in chairs were scattered across the pub, but no one had made a move to interfere. The big bartender, Clayton, had been in the back, but the three assistants had simply looked on with tightened lips. The thought of Lily being targeted with no one willing to step in started a burn deep in his gut. She loved this town, these people, were fighting for them and their livelihoods, for them to have something more than they’d managed with few jobs in the area. But no one but her girlfriends would stand up to this jackass?

      The one Guinness he’d had was long gone. With the man in question still in his periphery, he decided to move closer, taking Clayton’s return to the front as an opportunity to introduce himself to the bar owner—and be closer to Lily if another confrontation occurred. Maybe, in the meantime, he could get some insight into the tastes of the locals. Although the brewhouse Linc planned to open at Black Wolf would be pushing more high-end alcohol than the Drunken Otter, it never hurt to gather intel.

      “Another?” Clayton asked as JD approached the bar, jerking his head toward the table their group had occupied.

      “Please.” JD held out his hand. “John David Lane.”

      The man threw the towel he was holding over his shoulder and took JD’s hand. “Clayton Harding. And everyone knows who you are.” His grin was open, inviting, without a hint of sarcasm.

      “I imagine information travels fast around here.”

      “You have no idea,” Clayton said.

      Judging by the looks he’d gotten all night, he did have some idea, but he kept his response to himself, merely giving the man a wry grin. “Mayor Easton has been kind enough to introduce me to some of the vendors and tradesmen in town—”

      A snort from a few feet down the bar interrupted him. JD cut a glance at the asshole, as he mentally dubbed him, that burn in his gut returning.

      Now that he had JD’s attention, the asshole straightened to his full height and puffed his chest as if someone had given him the floor. “I just bet Mayor Easton is”—he actually made air quotes—“showing you around.”

      An irritated grunt escaped Clayton. “Give it a rest, Mason.”

      “I’ll do whatever the hell I wa—”

      Clayton straightened from his slouch against the counter behind the bar, staring down the man from a height that was impressive even to JD, who was six feet already. “Not in my place, you won’t.”

      So there was one person willing to stand up to this Mason. JD made a mental note to get to know Clayton better.

      “It looks to me like you’ve had enough to drink for tonight,” Clayton continued coldly. “Finish up and head out.”

      Mason’s face darkened, his anger palpable—and probably made worse by the fact that his group had seemed to arrive already buzzed and was now drinking even more—but he didn’t argue. Maybe they’d had this conversation before.

      Mouth set in a belligerent line, Mason grabbed his glass, slammed back the rest of the beer, then snapped his fingers at the guy standing next to him. The man’s nearly full beer was handed over.

      Clayton opened his mouth to say something, but the sound of breaking glass and the urgent cry of his name jerked his attention to the other end of the bar. With a warning look at the asshole, he strode away.

      The asshole smirked, his focus moving back to JD.

      He kept his body loose, one elbow planted on the bar, and bore the man’s scrutiny in silence. The group surrounding him jostled each other, egging him on without outright saying so—not that this Mason seemed to need it. The minute Clayton was out of hearing range, he said, “Those moves on the dance floor didn’t look much like ‘showing you around’ either.”

      JD frowned and arched a brow. “Who are you exactly?”

      The group howled, seeming amused at JD’s ignorance. The asshole silenced them with a look, anything but amused. “Mason Prescott, dickhead.”

      JD ignored the insult. “Dwayne Prescott’s son?” It was a guess, but he was pretty sure he was correct.

      “That’s right.”

      JD waited for Prescott to strut out his own accomplishments, but it appeared his daddy’s identity was the only thing to brag about.

      It didn’t take long for the other man to get uneasy with the silence and return to the topic of Lily. “Yeah, looks like you’ve got more going on with our mayor than just some business.” His emphasis on Lily’s title was a sneer. He cocked his head, eyeing JD narrowly. “I have to apologize.” A nasty grin appeared. “I’m sure her performance for you, showing you around, has been subpar. I tried to teach her all I know, but”—he shrugged—“some women just aren’t that talented in bed.”

      JD heard a feminine gasp, and from the corner of his eye he caught movement at the opening of the hallway the women had disappeared into a few minutes ago. Lily. Prescott had spoken loud enough for her to hear. For many of the people around them to hear too. And yet, as JD looked around, he saw neither surprise nor outrage.

      Prescott had said this before, often enough that no one blinked. And no one was jumping up to defend her, again.

      JD straightened from the bar top, crossing his arms over his chest. Stared the gloating man down. Waited long enough that the smirk on Prescott’s face began to become brittle, then break down.

      Only then did he speak.

      “That’s funny. I haven’t found that to be the case at all. If things were unsatisfactory, I am pretty sure the problem was on your end.”

      Someone nearby choked. A muffled laugh followed. Several people coughed loudly, their amusement plain. Prescott’s face darkened to a strawberry red.

      JD smiled, making it a little mean.

      A rustle of clothing preceded Lily’s appearance at the mouth of the hallway. Head held high, eyes on him. He couldn’t tell if she was angry—he’d just announced to anyone within hearing range that they’d slept together, after all. They both knew it was a lie, but he’d been unwilling to allow the insult to her reputation to continue on as it seemed to have for a while.

      Softening his smile, he held out a hand to her and prayed she took it. Without a glance toward Prescott, she crossed the space between them and slid her fingers into his. And smiled. No one else was close enough to see the gleam of tears in her eyes.

      The sight gutted him.

      “Do I get that second dance?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Ignoring the asshole, now surrounded by his friends’ loud ribbing, JD turned Lily toward the dance floor and led her away.

      The jukebox was playing “Endless Summer Nights.” As JD swung Lily around into the center of the moving bodies already filling the floor, he noticed Prescott storming toward the exit. Good. That wouldn’t be the last they’d hear of him, JD was certain; he might even be hearing from Dwayne, and since the man was head of the planning commission, JD had no doubt the father’s anger might be used against him. He didn’t care. Someone had needed to put the bastard in his place, and JD would handle whatever repercussions came from his actions tonight and count it worth it.

      Lily was worth it.

      And in the meantime, she was in his arms.

      They danced through several songs. JD even got Lily to stay with him through some faster tempos, teaching her some of the moves he’d done with Erin. He’d noticed her tentativeness earlier, but he’d been certain that was due to inexperience rather than lack of talent, and he was happy to find he was right. Only when her smile lost its strain and her body was no longer stiff against his did he concede the lateness of the hour and lead her off the floor.

      After saying their goodbyes, he followed Lily across the street to the area where both their cars were waiting. Lily didn’t speak, her head down, gaze focused on the pavement. He waited, letting the quiet of the night take over until they came to a stop next to her car.

      Finally Lily sighed and raised her head, this time to stare at the stars. “Thank you.”

      He leaned against her car, waiting until she finally looked at him. “Thank you?”

      “Yes.” That damn gleam was back in her eyes, and just like before, it made him want to find Prescott and do a lot more than insult him. “Thank you. No one has—”

      When she didn’t continue, he reached for her fisted hand, uncurled it until their fingers could interlace, then pulled her close enough that she could feel his body heat in the chill night air. “Someone should have, probably a long time ago.” He didn’t know how long this had been going on, but… He swallowed down his anger and focused instead on Lily’s eyes staring up at him in the moonlight. “No thanks are necessary, Lily. I’ve always hated bullies, and I never back down from one, ever. Besides…” He brought a hand up and, when she didn’t shy away, cupped her jaw, a frown creasing his brow. “I know better than to think any of that was anywhere near true.”

      A grimace twisted her soft mouth. “How would you know that?”

      He stroked the cool skin of her cheek. “Trust me, I know.”

      Lily’s laugh was harsh. “I don’t. I mean—” She cut herself off, lips pressed tightly together, gaze anywhere but on him.

      “Don’t what?” When she refused to respond, he tipped her head up until she had no choice but to meet his eyes. “Tell me, Lily.”

      Quiet surrounded them for a long moment. Lily finally shook her head. “My love life has always been completely lackluster if you want to know the truth. Which you probably don’t. And to be totally honest—and humiliating—I figured there must be some truth to Mason’s rumors.” She shrugged. “If you haven’t achieved an exciting sex life before reaching the ripe old age of forty, you’re probably not going to, right?”

      And then she clammed up, one hand rising to cover her eyes.

      He couldn’t help but chuckle. Lily was actually worried about being a bad lover? He could understand being embarrassed by the rumors, but to truly believe them…

      Staring down at the top of her head, her blonde curls gleaming in the moonlight, something coalesced inside him. Or maybe something broke—his determination to not get involved. No, he didn’t need the distraction of sex, but it was there anyway. There was no getting around his hunger every time Lily so much as breathed.

      Why keep fighting it?

      Sliding a hand to the back of her neck, beneath the soft edges of her curls, he gripped her nape and tugged her closer. Their bodies met in all the right places.

      Lily gasped. Her hand dropped from her face, and wide eyes jerked up to meet his.

      Leaning close enough that their lips almost touched, he whispered, “Sweetheart, let me tell you something. I have plenty of experience. I know whether a woman is responsive or not. And you’re definitely responsive. Maybe you haven’t realized it because the men you’ve dealt with before were the ones doing something wrong, not you.” He stroked a thumb along the racing pulse at the side of her neck, enjoying the rush of her excitement, the tension starting low in his belly and hardening his cock between them. “You’re not bad in bed, Lily. All it takes is the right touch to make sex good.”

      Her breath caressed his mouth, filling his nose with the scent of strawberries and spice. She licked along her bottom lip. A moment’s hesitation, then, “Like yours?”

      “Definitely like mine.” He dug his fingers up into her hair, the curls a wild tangle after their exertion on the dance floor. He loved them, and when he gave the slightest tug, her eyelids slid to half-mast as if they were too heavy to keep open. “You just have to know what you’re doing.” He brushed his lips along hers. “And I definitely do.”

      A hard swallow from Lily. “I wouldn’t mind seeing that, I think.”

      He smiled. “Maybe you can do more than see it. I’d be happy to show you.”

      He’d told the entire town that they were sleeping together, and now here he was, offering to make that reality. His cock throbbed, pressing into Lily’s softness, begging unashamedly for her to say yes.

      “That would be a very bad idea,” she said.

      “Or a good one.” He splayed a hand at the base of her spine, giving her his heat, holding her against his stiff arousal. “Lily, I’m only here for a short time. Once the resort is complete, I’ll be moving on to other projects. But I want you; I think you know that by now. Yes, we’ve got business together, and I’d never let sex get in the way of that. But I’m available; you’re available; we’re both adults.” He nipped her bottom lip. “A good time never hurt anything.”

      “A good time has hurt plenty of things,” she said, but she didn’t shy away. Finally a sigh escaped her. “Honestly, JD, I’m tired of worrying about that. Tired of worrying about the right thing to do. Tired of…well, a lot of things.”

      Her spine stiffened beneath his palm, and he tensed, unsure of what her answer would be.

      He shouldn’t have worried. Lily’s answer was as simple and sweet and straightforward as the woman herself. She raised her head, met his eyes, clear in the moonlight, and spoke only one word:

      “Yes.”
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      Lily insisted on driving her own car. No matter how much she wanted this, no matter how much she didn’t want to lose the closeness with JD and risk him changing his mind before they got to the mansion, she couldn’t let go of the practical and remember today was Thursday, not Friday. She had work tomorrow. And she had no intention of feeding the gossip already swirling about them by showing up late to work.

      The outside lights were on at the mansion, shining all the way to the gate as she drove through. JD led the way, and he was out of his car before she’d even taken the key from the ignition. The door was open, and urgent hands were pulling her from the car. That urgency was the most reassuring thing she’d ever felt. She wasn’t naive, nor was she a virgin. She knew she was pretty—that had never been the source of her uncertainties—and she knew she and JD had great physical chemistry. But she’d been aroused, excited with lovers before, and somehow her performance had always fallen short. She didn’t want to fall short with JD.

      JD pulled her straight from the car into his arms. Being held close to his tall, strong body, held by his sure hands, felt so good, like coming home and exploding fireworks all at once. He fit just right against her, wide shoulders that blocked everything else out, a solid chest that curved and valleyed in all the right places, arms that were steel bands enclosing her. His hands gripped her body, refusing to allow even an inch of air between them, and against her belly, his erection was a hard rod screaming his need. She wanted to see it, wanted to touch it, wanted him in her mouth and inside her with an urgency that seemed to match his own.

      And all of that was besides his mouth.

      The second their bodies touched, his lips met hers. Opened. His stubble rasped her sensitive skin; his tongue pushed inside without waiting. He tasted of Guinness and spicy barbecue sauce, lighting up her taste buds far more than the wings had done. She pushed her tongue against his, meeting him moment for moment. Devouring him like he was devouring her. Consuming him and wishing she could absorb him through every cell of her body.

      One particular part of her definitely wanted to absorb him.

      JD broke off the kiss. “Come on.”

      That hoarse tone, the hard grasp of his hand, the quick steps up to the door, all of it added flames to the fire already burning inside her. She knew the house was massive, knew there had to be multiple bedrooms, but she certainly hoped his was close.

      Whether it was or not, JD wasn’t waiting. The door slammed closed behind them, and he hustled her through a dark foyer, down a hall, and into a dim living area and straight to a couch. “I can’t wait,” he said, hands urgent as they tore her shirt from the waistband of her pants.

      “Neither can I.”

      Was that her voice? That husky, rasping, barely there sound? Was this really her, shakily unbuttoning a man’s shirt as he unzipped her jeans? She spared one more thought for the anxiety that had consumed her, the worry over whether or not her “performance” would be up to JD standards, and then the very idea of performing fell away as she let the hunger take over.

      “Kick off your shoes.” JD was already toeing his off, unbuttoning his pants. She gladly kicked her wedges from her feet and, taking a deep breath, grasped the hem of her shirt and began a slow slide up her body.

      JD froze, hands still on his zipper.

      The fire in those stunning blue eyes… God, what it did to her. Her breasts were tight, the nipples hard as rocks. The silkiness of her shirt against her skin was almost more than she could bear as it rose up to her bra, then over the twin mounds and up to her face. Her last glimpse of JD showed his eyes blazing, zeroed in on the black lace bra she wore, before she whipped the shirt over her head.

      JD’s fingers shook as the reached for the front clasp of her bra. “May I?”

      Words stuck in her throat, so she nodded, pushing her breasts closer to his hands as he worked the clasp and slowly revealed her body to him.

      “Shit.” JD ran his fingertips from the first rise of her breasts, down along the smooth skin, barely skimming her tight nipples before taking the weight of her in both hands.

      She moaned, “JD, please.”

      The barest push had her toppling onto the couch. JD knelt between her legs, leaned close. His breath tightened her skin. “Please what, Lily?”

      That tease was almost her undoing. “Please touch them.”

      No need to be more specific. One hand cupped her breast and lifted it to his mouth. Eager lips took her nipple, a hard suck nearly blowing her mind. His fingers teased the opposite tip, pinching and twisting and plucking, forcing her back to arch, begging for more, for harder.

      For him.

      Her breasts had always been sensitive, never getting enough attention. Most men gave a cursory pinch or two and moved on to what they really wanted, penetration. Not JD. While her hands shoved his shirt from his shoulders and explored the expanse of skin available to her, he took his time, his enjoyment obvious as he sucked and licked and tugged and bit. Lily lost track of time, lost track of herself within the desperate pleasure.

      Finally JD tore himself away. “I could lose myself in you, sweetheart.”

      The gravel in his voice thrilled her. It thrilled her even more when he began divesting her of her clothes.

      “I want to see you too.”

      JD paused when he had her fully naked. Sat back on his heels. She laid back against the couch, arms raised, like a goddess spread out for his enjoyment. Hungry eyes traced her skin, touched the pulse pounding at her neck, the red flush and bright pink along her breasts and nipples, her flat stomach, and the triangle of curls between her legs. His hands fisted as she slowly spread her legs and revealed the most intimate part of her, her lips spreading delicately for him.

      A hard growl rumbled through him and the damn broke. Stripping took mere moments, although Lily noticed he grabbed a condom from his wallet and set it on the arm of the couch before shoving his hands beneath her thighs and pulling hard until her bottom hit the edge. “I have to taste you.”

      A shudder rocked her. “Yes.”

      Hot breath washed across her most sensitive skin. Lily could feel how wet she was, could already feel her insides clenching in anticipation. When his tongue touched the bottom of her opening and licked straight, gathering her moisture and carrying it to her clit, she thought she might explode right then.

      When that low rumble of a growl was repeated against her sensitive nub, she did explode.

      Her first thought was to apologize when she came down from her high. Mostly it was men who experienced premature ejaculation, in her experience, but to go off so soon when she hadn’t even had JD inside her?

      But JD was chuckling, the vibrations tingling against her core. She was embarrassed to discover her thighs clamped around his head, and immediately released him. “I’m—”

      JD shook his head, his stern look cutting her off before she could finish that sentence. “No.”

      She jumped. “No, what?”

      “I can see the apology in your eyes.” He nipped her inner thigh, causing her to jerk. “No apologies. We’re just getting started.”

      For him, maybe. She’d never in her life experienced two orgasms in one sex session, at least not with anyone else present. Her disappointment was profound.

      And there went that chuckle again.

      The sound tugged a reluctant smile from her. “Why are you laughing at me?”

      Not a mean laugh. Not like Mason had given her time and again, warning her that something unpleasant was on the horizon. Usually something that would decimate her self-esteem all over again. No, this was a happy sound, an eager sound.

      “You have the most expressive face.” Sitting back on his heels again, JD brought his big hands to her inner thighs and caressed up and down, sending a flutter through her core. “Everything you feel flashes across your face. Pleasure. Affection. Compassion.” His hands framed her vagina. “Worry.”

      The proximity of his hands sent renewed arousal trickling through her.

      A single finger traced her labia. “You’re worried that I’ll be disappointed. That the night’s over because you’ve had an orgasm.” He circled her clit. “But you can put that worry to rest.”

      When that finger eased inside her, Lily couldn’t help but arch against it. So sensitive. His skin rasped against her most sensitive, needy, desperate parts. “JD.”

      He eased back, savoring every inch if the look on his face was anything to go by. And then he reversed direction and tunneled back inside. Leaning forward, he breathed a warm gust of air against her clit, causing her body to clamp down on his invasion. “You’re not done, Lily. Not by a long shot. If you think all I want now is a quick one-off, you’re sadly mistaken.”

      His finger was working between her legs, and Lily’s eyes rolled back in her head. “I certainly don’t want just a one-off.”

      “Good. Because you’re gonna go off a lot more than once.”

      She’d have laughed at the thought if she wasn’t getting wet all over again. But she was.

      God, she was.

      His thumb circled her clit, his finger—no, two—continuing its smooth glide in and out. JD reached for her breast, and then he was working her nipple in tandem. Lily sucked in a hard breath. Sliding her hands under her thighs, she pulled, opening herself up to him, giving him all the access if only he’d keep giving her pleasure. When his tongue replaced his thumb, she realized to her surprise that JD was right—she could go off more than once. Her climax was right there, right at the edge of her awareness…

      But she didn’t want to go off alone.

      “JD,” she whined, curving her hips to allow him farther in.

      A wicked grin pulled at his lips, that dimple coming out to play. He pulled his fingers from her body, brought them to his mouth, and sucked her cream from his skin.

      A mini detonation shook her body.

      “Not yet, Lily.” He winked. “Wait for me.”

      Her laugh was strained. “Then hurry up.”

      She watched as he shucked his pants and underwear, opened the foil packet, and rolled the latex over his shaft. Long and thick. Perfect for giving her pleasure. Anticipation knotted her belly as he moved closer. The tip of his penis settled like it belonged within her opening, and then he was pushing forward, separating her to make his own place inside her body. Deeper and deeper and deeper until she felt his sac against her bottom and his eyes squeezed shut on a gravel-filled groan.

      She raised her hands to his pecs, her thumbs finding his nipples. This time it was her turn to tell him, “You feel so good, JD. So, so good.”

      His belly clenched above where they were joined. His eyes opened, that electric blue blazing in the dim room. “Holy shit, Lily.”

      She couldn’t help it; she squeezed down on him, unable to wait a second longer for him to move. A rough cry left him, and then he pulled back, almost leaving her before he surged forward again

      “Oh God. JD!”

      His bark of laughter was full of need and zero amusement. He set up a rhythm, rough and hungry, pleasuring them both with the surge of his body inside her. One hand on her breast, fingers on her nipple, and the other at her nape, pulling her body down to meet every hard thrust. When he leaned in to bring their mouths together, hot and needy and desperate, he struck her clit with every advance, and in moments Lily shot over the edge all over again.

      JD wasn’t far behind. Even as orgasm pulled her under, she watched his body strain, his face taut with pleasure. His mouth opened on a high cry. And then he collapsed on top of her, both of them sucking in breath, desperate for the air that had escaped them in climax. Lily savored JD’s weight above her, pressing her into the sofa cushions. He felt so good, so right. More right than she’d expected. Maybe even more right than she wanted him to.

      Because a rightness like that? It could become addictive. And then she wouldn’t want him to leave.

      Except he would. He had to. His life was elsewhere, and hers? It was here, in the town she loved. She’d have to say goodbye eventually.

      And what would she do then?
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      Dawn was barely breaking when JD stirred. Cool sheets. Warm pillow.

      Naked skin.

      Lily lay beside him in the big bed he’d installed in the guest room farthest from the part of the house he and his grandparents had occupied. Her curls were scattered on the pillow, her face serene in the morning light, as if she’d slept without dreams or interruptions. Considering the night they’d had, he was certain she’d slept deep, exactly as he’d hoped.

      She’d deserved the peace after what her ex had put her through. And he’d wanted to give it to her.

      He wanted to regret keeping her up late into the night, but he couldn’t. He did regret having to wake her so early, but he knew she’d need to go home and get ready for work, and he wouldn’t add insult to rumor by making her late.

      That didn’t mean he could resist touching her one more time.

      Coming up on his elbow, he reached for the sheet she’d pulled over herself when they’d finally made it to the bed last night. The silky cotton slid easily from shoulders to breasts, catching on nipples slowly lengthening against the rasp of the fabric. His cock went stiff at the sight of those beautiful mounds, the firm tips. He’d always been a “breast man,” and Lily… Lord, he started to sweat just thinking about the possibility of getting his mouth on those pink nipples. Turning them bright red and hard with his touch. Scraping them with his teeth, locking them to the roof of his mouth and sucking to his heart’s content.

      He breathed away the surge of need, refusing to rush this. Fisting the sheet, he drew it farther down, revealing the inward curve of her waist, the outward curve of her hips, just right for him to hold on to as he thrust inside her. Her breasts were mouthwatering, but her ass was great too. He craved her body in general. She wasn’t the most beautiful woman he’d ever been with—New York was full of the world’s most beautiful people. Actresses, high-powered attorneys and politicians, heiresses. He wasn’t arrogant, but money gave you access, and he certainly enjoyed sampling. But there was something about Lily, about the simplicity of her body, of her personality that drew him deeply. She just did it for him. He craved having her, but he enjoyed merely being with her too. He certainly hoped she felt the same, because for the length of his stay here in Black Wolf’s Bluff, he had every intention of continuing their time together.

      Leaving the sheet pooled above the triangle of blonde curls protecting her sex, he settled on his side next to her. Her skin was far smoother than the sheet as he traced his fingers along the crease beneath first one breast, then the other, making his way to her opposite side. A firm grasp on her ribs pulled her from her back to face him, and then his tongue was tracing the nipple directly in front of his mouth. Licking, circling, probing. The bud hardened, begging him for more. Holding her tight, he settled his lips on her and sucked in as much of her breast as he could.

      Lily woke on a gasp. Her hands came up, digging into his hair to hold him hard against her. Her fingers tangled in the strands, fisting, as he nibbled and bit, scraping the firm nub in his mouth, drawing on her, grunting greedily around the flesh in his mouth. From one moment to the next, the need to devour her overwhelmed him, and he couldn’t stop, didn’t want to. All of his focus was on Lily and the pleasure surging inside him, urging him on, rocking his hips against her thigh as his balls tightened up and his cock screamed for more.

      Apparently Lily wanted more too, because she leaned into him, her leg rising to encircle his and pull him closer. He released one breast in exchange for the other, repeating his assault, and lowered a hand to his straining erection to squeeze down, allowing his orgasm to recede, allowing his mind a chance to clear. There was too much he wanted to do before he let completely go. He might not have all morning, but he had time to give Lily more than a rushed morning quickie.

      Flinging the sheet off their bodies, he urged Lily to her back as he crawled between her smooth thighs. The slight part of her legs gave him a glimpse of the shyly closed lips waiting for him, and one look was all it took for his mouth to water. Of all the things he’d explored with Lily last night, his mouth on her had not been one of them. But he wanted it to be. Wanted it too much to ignore. Planting his fists on either side of her hips, he leaned down to brush his stubble along her quivering belly.

      A little laugh rose from the vicinity of the pillow.

      He grinned against her skin. “Good morning, sleepyhead.”

      “Sleepyhead?” She arched to look at the alarm clock. “I don’t think we slept all that much.”

      “Unfortunately, no, but this is your wake-up call.”

      “Is that so?”

      He slowly licked from her mound up the curve of her stomach to her navel, giving her skin a nip. “Is that okay?”

      She squirmed beneath him, making herself more comfortable. “Anything is okay when it’s with you.”

      Something in his chest squeezed hard. Completely open and without pretense, that was his Lily.

      No, not his. Just for now.

      Rather than think about that, he turned his attention to the temptation below him. “Open your legs for me, sweetheart.”

      Lily closed her eyes again, that sweet smile still curving her lips. Taking her time, she slowly dragged her knees outward, giving JD access. Her scent hit his nose before he could see all of her, and it was all Lily. All-consuming. Leaning in, he sucked her scent deep into his lungs.

      Lily stirred once more, restless beneath him, but didn’t interrupt.

      “You smell so good, Lily.” He nuzzled her curls, dragging his nose down toward her clit. “So sweet. A treat to be savored.” In so many ways. He’d savored her last night—her breasts, her mouth, the feel of her gloving him tight as he pushed his way inside her. Now here was one more thing to savor.

      He huffed a breath against her clit. Lily startled, a moan escaping her. Her belly tightened. JD planted his hands beneath her knees and slid them out even more, opening her to him completely. To the cold morning air. The slowly dawning light. “So pretty.” He traced her full pink lips with the tip of his tongue. “Pretty enough to eat.”

      “Then do it,” she whispered. She grasped her knees and pulled back, arching her hips up to him, begging him with her body as well as her words.

      He couldn’t wait any longer. Couldn’t make her wait. With one long lick, he covered her slit, taking in the cream already escaping her. As Lily panted, he repeated the move, then sucked at her puffy lips, taking each into his mouth. He circled her clit with his tongue, grasped it between his teeth, and flicked the little nub until Lily clutched at his head and cried out his name.

      And then he did it all over again. In that moment they were one mind, pushing forward toward one goal—pleasure. There was no outside world, no obligation, no work or rules or constraints. There was only the woman beneath him—not just a body but Lily’s body—and the hunger pushing him forward. He sucked and licked and stabbed until finally he took mercy on her and thrust deep, holding there as the pleasure overtook her. Her channel clenched around his tongue, and as he watched, Lily threw her head back, eyes wide with stunned bliss as he brought her to climax.

      It was long moments before she relaxed her grip on his hair. In the quiet he lay his head against her inner thigh, feeling her fingers begin a massage of his scalp where the sting of her pulling had been, and felt something settle in his chest. A puzzle piece fitting into place, like something he’d been missing a long time had suddenly appeared.

      Except he wasn’t missing anything; his life was fine. He was fine. This was good and he wanted more, but he didn’t need it. He couldn’t.

      “Come up here,” Lily said, her voice a hoarse rasp.

      Shoving away the disquiet, focusing back on the arousal clenching his gut, he rose, licking his lips to savor her cream on his skin. A satisfied grin escaped him as he crawled up her body. “How was that for a good morning?”

      She cupped his cheek, one finger dipping into the crater of his dimple. “You look like a little boy who’s just gotten his way.”

      Because I have. He turned his head and nipped at her fingers. “I am anything but little.”

      She laughed. “You’re definitely something. Conceited. Arrogant.”

      He arched a brow. “I just know my own talents.”

      “Well, put your talents to work, why don’t you?” She reached for the bedside table where a couple of condoms waited, and snagged the foil packet on top. “Put this to good use.”

      He couldn’t deny he was more than hard enough to slide the latex on easily. “I think I’ve done my share of the work this morning.” Moving back to his side of the bed, he stuffed his pillow behind his back and leaned against the headboard. “Come on,” he said, gesturing Lily over to join him.

      She hesitated. “What do you want me to do?”

      He couldn’t help but wink at her. “Feed me.” Taking her onto his lap, he held his cock upright and guided Lily over it until she could ease herself down. The feel of her engulfing him… Fuck.

      Lily dropped the last couple of inches to settle on his thighs. The growl that escaped him mingled with her gasp. Her body was wet. Hot. Perfect. His fingers dug into her hips as he breathed away the need to take her hard and fast, to find his own satisfaction after waiting so long, but he took firm control of himself and focused instead on the sight directly before his eyes: Lily’s breasts, round and full, her nipples lengthening under his gaze as her desire returned.

      “Is this what you meant by feeding you?” she asked huskily.

      He gathered her breasts in his hands, bringing both nipples to his mouth. “Yes,” he grated out.

      She was just big enough that he could catch both tips between his lips. When he sucked them in, Lily choked, throwing her head back, her hands coming up to grip his shoulders. “JD!”

      He released her long enough to utter one word: “Ride.”

      She did. Rising onto her knees, she dragged herself up his shaft. Dropped down hard. Rose. Dropped. As she got used to the feel of him inside her, she increased the pace, setting up a rhythm that had JD’s eyes rolling back in his head. A zing of pleasure shot down his spine, tightening his sac. He gripped her tender flesh, trying to ground himself as the pleasure threatened to wash him away. “Lily, God, don’t stop.”

      She didn’t stop. Instead she drew his mouth back to her breasts. He sucked a hard nipple between his teeth, giving her that tingle of pain along with the pleasure. One hand cupped her ass, holding her hard to him. The other cupped her breast, teasing the tender tip until she threw back her head and cried out his name. He felt the flutters of her pleasure along his cock, milking him, urging him on, and then the world sheeted white as he joined her in climax.

      They took a long time catching their breath, and even longer to move. Finally Lily stirred, raising her head from his shoulder where she’d dropped it, to check the alarm clock. “I have to go.”

      Regret rose, but he knew she was right. “I’ll be at the office this afternoon.”

      She leaned back, and, tilting his chin up until their gazes locked, she brought her mouth to his. Kissed him hard. Smiled against his lips. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      So was he, but not as much as he was looking forward to getting her in bed again.
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      There was a buzz underneath her skin that had never been there before, and Lily was pretty sure she was glowing. How could she not be after last night?

      That glow lasted through the rush home for a shower. Through the mad scramble for clean, unwrinkled clothes to wear to the office. Even through the discovery that she had no time to even pop a pastry into the toaster to provide some sorely needed sustenance before she went to work.

      It disappeared, however, the minute she walked into the office. Evan’s expression as she pushed through the door said everything she didn’t want to hear.

      “That bad, huh?”

      “Define bad.” He gave her rueful smile. “What’s the saying? Everyone who loves living in a small town also hates living in a small town—and for good reason.”

      She couldn’t hold back a groan. Of course they did. Especially on days like today.

      Holding a hand up, she bypassed the desk. “Just let me get my coffee before you burst my bubble.”

      Evan hummed lightly under his breath.

      “What does that mean?” She imitated the sound he’d made.

      He laughed. “It means apparently you had no time to stop by Wildwoods this morning.”

      “But I made it here without being late,” she pointed out.

      “Not for lack of trying? What’s wrong with that man?”

      “Just hush.”

      Evan’s laugh followed her to the coffee pot, where she hid her blush behind a turned back while she took her time pouring coffee and doctoring it up. Only when she felt certain she was truly braced—and her cheeks had returned to their normal color—did she return to the front desk.

      He stood waiting, no longer laughing. A stack of phone messages waited in his palm. “Happy Friday.” He handed the messages over. “Most of these don’t need responses, but I figured it was better to document just in case.”

      She took the stack without responding. As she flipped through them, she wondered how so many blue-haired old ladies had managed to hear the news that she was having sex. Or why they cared. They should actually be happy for her, she figured.

      One particularly lengthy message had her stopping. After reading a couple of sentences, her frown actually gave way to a chuckle.

      “I guess Maria felt like you might need some encouragement this morning,” Evan said. “Guess she knew you wouldn’t make it by the coffee shop.”

      And she wasn’t wrong. “At least one person is happy for me.”

      “A lot of us are happy for you,” Evan pointed out. “We’re just not the vocal minority.”

      Wasn’t that the truth.

      “I’m almost afraid to check my emails.”

      “I already did,” Evan sing-songed. “I moved anything similar to those”—he gestured to the messages in her hand—“to a folder so you didn’t have to see them if you didn’t want to.”

      Relief hit her hard. “Thank you.” Maybe she could delete the folder without looking inside. She definitely felt like a wet blanket had landed on her head.

      She knew she couldn’t respond to these. Or she could, but since her response would not be positive, she was better off not doing so. But a big part of her wanted to climb into the bell tower of the courthouse with a megaphone and shout her frustration for all to hear. These were the same people who had turned a blind eye to anything Mason said about her, in public or private. The same people who refused to say a word when a prominent male in their community slept around or had an affair. No, they saved that vitriol for women who tried to make a difference in their town.

      The hypocrisy was enough to make her scream.

      The only silver lining was that she need not worry about losing her job. Unless she ran naked through the town square, not a single person in Black Wolf’s Bluff wanted to take on the things she handled, for the money she made.

      It was all too discouraging for words.

      She thanked Evan sincerely and walked through to her desk, shoving the messages into a drawer where she couldn’t see them. Her assistant needed a bonus just for running interference for her this morning.

      Thank goodness Fridays didn’t require much concentration. She sat down with the tentative agenda for the planning commission meeting on Monday, making notes for herself, pulling up research. The big item was JD’s proposal, obviously, but she didn’t need notes on that. Of course, there would probably be questions about Lily’s relationship with JD now too. Which made her want to skip the meeting altogether, but she wouldn’t. She’d promised JD she would consider backing him, and as much as, like Iris had said, change didn’t always happen the way we wanted, it happened either way. This resort would give Black Wolf’s Bluff a chance, and she’d make the most of it come hell or high water.

      It was almost lunchtime when Evan buzzed her phone.

      “What’s up?”

      “Patty’s here with our food. She wanted a word with you.”

      Wondering what the deli owner would say that a dozen other people hadn’t already said, she told Evan to send the woman through.

      Patty was a tall, heavyset woman in her midthirties who’d opened Patty’s Deli several years ago just off the square. She’d always been friendly, but Lily couldn’t help bracing herself as the door opened.

      “Hey, Mayor Easton,” Patty said, a wide smile on her broad face. Lily found herself relaxing a bit at the lack of ire she saw.

      “Afternoon, Patty.” She gestured the other woman to have a seat. “What can I do for you?”

      “I can’t stay.” Patty handed over the salad Lily had ordered. “I just… I couldn’t help noticin’ there were quite a few people…um…”

      “Gossiping?” Lily asked.

      Patty’s cheeks darkened. “Well, yeah.” She tucked a lock of red hair behind her ear. “Anyway…” She shrugged. “I just wanted to say, I couldn’t help hearin’ everybody talkin’. And, well, I know how that feels.”

      The woman’s gaze hit the floor, her words reminding Lily that the woman’s husband had been the subject of gossip last year, too. He’d run off with a woman from Pigeon Forge, leaving Patty and her kids high and dry. Lily remembered how salacious the rumors had been. A few people had even implied that Patty must have left the man wanting for him to run off with another woman.

      A sinking feeling hit her stomach even as she reached out to squeeze Patty’s hand.

      “You know, people are always wantin’ to stick their nose in other people’s business.”

      “They are,” Lily murmured. And it hurt, no matter what business they stuck their nose into. Still, she had far less to hurt about than Patty had.

      Patty squared her shoulders and gave Lily an awkward smile. “We like you, Mayor.” She returned Lily’s squeeze. “Don’t let all those people get you down, okay?”

      Lily felt the burn of tears at the backs of her eyes. “Thank you, Patty.” She set her salad on the desk and turned back to give the woman a hug. “I needed to hear that.”

      “Anytime.” Patty headed for the door. “Enjoy your salad.”

      “I always do.”

      She was still picking at her lunch an hour later when her cell phone rang. Retrieving the cell from her desk drawer, she saw that the caller was JD. She answered, her heart lighter just seeing his name. “Hey, you.”

      “Hey, sweetheart. How’s work going?”

      Trying not to think that they sounded just like an old married couple, she hesitated. The truth or not? “I’ve had better Fridays,” she finally admitted.

      This time JD was the one who hesitated. “I’m afraid I’m not going to make it better,” he said.

      “No?” Thank goodness he couldn’t see her face.

      “I’m sorry, no.” She could hear him moving around in the background. “I got a call from the office. I’m going to have to make a quick trip back to New York. Someone’s mistake just became a dumpster fire, and I’m the only one who can put it out. Sometimes it sucks being the boss.”

      “Yeah, it does.” She cleared her throat. “So you’ll be back in time for the meeting Monday?” She had to tell him what was going on, but God, she didn’t want to. She didn’t want to give him an excuse to not see her again, she realized.

      “Hopefully far before that.” His voice dropped, taking on a gravel tone. “Would you mind if I showed up at your place late tomorrow night?”

      Relief had her sagging back in her chair. Her first instinct was to shout her agreement at the top of her lungs, but she caught that tiger by the tail just in time. Besides, she had to say something first. Squaring her shoulders, she finally got out, “I would love to see you anytime, but…”

      His voice turned cautious. “But?”

      She took a deep breath. “But…there’s been some not so favorable reviews of last night’s behavior flooding the office this morning.”

      He cursed under his breath. A long silence followed. Finally, “I’m sorry, Lily. I was afraid that might happen, but I honestly didn’t think about that in the moment. I never wanted nor expected you to deal with any cleanup.”

      “That’s my job,” she said, striving for a light tone and failing miserably. When he didn’t say anything else, she forged ahead. “So, knowing that, if you don’t want to see me…”

      “Why would I not want to see you?”

      “JD.” She closed her eyes, hating the prick of tears that she felt. “I would welcome you with open arms, but I don’t want to cause problems for the resort.”

      JD snorted. “Fuck problems. If they have a problem with us being adults and having our own lives, I don’t need their support. But that’s not going to happen, Lily.”

      “It’s not?”

      “It’s not. Believe it or not, when it comes down to money, people aren’t going to turn it away. And I have a lot of it.”

      “This is a small town, JD,” she began.

      “It is,” he said impatiently. “And that makes what I said all the more true. A chance like this is not gonna come around again, and the planning commission will know that the first time they set eyes on the full plan. What I’m worried about is you.”

      “Don’t worry about me.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible, sweetheart.”

      Every time he called her sweetheart, she melted a little more. She didn’t want to get used to it. She didn’t want to get used to him and have him walk away. But she wasn’t going to give up a single moment with him because of a little fear.

      She wiped a stray tear off her cheek. “Then my door is open whenever you get home.”
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      The air was twenty degrees cooler in New York than it had been in Tennessee when JD exited La Guardia Airport Friday evening. Luckily he had a jacket in his carry-on, and he pulled it on after texting Carter that he was outside waiting.

      The pickup area was a sea of cars and people and noise. JD hadn’t realized how quiet Black Wolf’s Bluff was—and how used to it he’d become—until now. The sheer cacophony swamped him, and he silently urged Carter to hurry the hell up. Being without his own vehicle sucked. He’d never had to wait for anyone in Black Wolf’s—

      Why the hell was he thinking so much about Black Wolf’s Bluff? New York was his home, not Tennessee. And not a certain blonde with curls that begged him to tangle his fingers in them.

      When he saw the shiny black SUV his friend drove coming around the corner, he muttered an, “About time,” and made a mad dash through the maze of cars to get to his ride.

      Carter glanced over to be certain he was in before turning his attention back to traffic. “Flight okay?”

      “Turbulence.” His flight had been delayed as storms pushed through Nashville. “Thanks for picking me up.”

      “No problem. Saves me having to come up with an excuse to get out of another blind date.”

      “Your sister’s not giving up yet?” Carter had been divorced for over a year now, and his sister, Emma, was determined to find him a new wife and mother to his ten-year-old son, Thad.

      “Of course not. She’s got my mother egging her on. Doesn’t matter how often I tell her I’m not interested right now. They just keep nagging me about Thad needing a woman to take care of him. I take care of him,” he growled. “It’s getting unbearable.”

      “And I thought Linc was a pushy matchmaker.”

      “He still nagging you about Alicia?”

      JD just turned to look at his friend, not saying anything.

      Carter laughed. “Yeah, I told Linc if he mentioned one more woman’s assets to me, I would deck him.” The laughter died, and Carter grimaced, eyes on the road. “At least they’ve all respected my rule not to bring up dating in front of Thad. He’s struggling enough getting used to going back and forth between his mother and me.”

      JD couldn’t imagine how difficult that would be, to have a secure family and then lose it. Of course, JD had never had a secure family in the first place. And Carter wasn’t to blame—Rachel was the one who had made that decision. Carter had been adamant from the get-go that there would be no fighting or tug-of-war surrounding his son. He worked hard to help Thad adjust, to make certain the boy knew he was still loved and wanted. JD admired that tremendously.

      “Does Rachel have him this weekend?”

      Carter nodded. “I’ll pick him up Sunday morning.”

      “Well if there gets to be too much harassment of the female variety, you can always pack Thad up and bring him down to the mansion to visit for a few days. Plenty of space for him to get outside and explore, enjoy the quiet.”

      Even when construction started, it would be difficult not to find a spot on the mountain to enjoy some solitude. Though Carter was backing the resort financially and was involved in planning, technically there was no need for him to be on site, but JD wanted to be certain his friend knew he was welcome. Especially after the past year, Carter and his son deserved something good, someplace to retreat to.

      “I may take you up on that once summer vacation starts.”

      Carter exited Grand Central Parkway, headed for the city. Linc’s restaurant, The Prime at Manhattan, wasn’t far from Union Square, which meant traffic was a bitch and it was late when they arrived, but there was still a line out the front door.

      “Is Linc waiting?”

      “He may have to come and go, but yeah. Said not to even think about ordering because we’d get what we get.”

      “And why are we coming here again?”

      Carter gave him a wry smile as the valet rounded the front of the SUV. “Because it’s free.”

      “Oh, right.”

      The valet took Carter’s keys, and they made their way past the line and inside, where the hostess led them straight to the back. A wide, round table waited on an elegant dais overlooking the dining room. “Lincoln always did like to draw attention,” Carter said.

      JD didn’t need to agree; they both knew it was true. Linc didn’t have a shy or humble bone in his body.

      Their server brought a cabernet sauvignon, and by the time Lincoln appeared with food, they had almost finished the bottle. Or JD had; Carter sipped a single glass. His friend was a Type 1 diabetic, so even if he wasn’t driving and didn’t have a child waiting at home, he always went easy on the alcohol.

      JD lifted his glass to Linc. “About time, bro.”

      Lincoln frowned at the bottle. “You know you’re supposed to savor $500 bottles of wine, right?”

      “He didn’t even bother reading the label,” Carter said.

      JD smirked. “Never put fancy wine in front of tired travelers.”

      Lincoln set the platter he carried on the table. JD leaned forward, inhaling the scent of seared duck breast in a fruity sauce. “Looks great. Where’s yours?”

      Linc shook his head. “I won’t get to stay. Kitchen’s fucked tonight. The two of you eat up.” He left the plating to their server while he settled next to Carter. “So, who ruined your weekend?” he asked JD.

      JD groaned just thinking about the reason he’d had to travel almost a thousand miles to be here. “According to Hugh, it was the new general contractor. According to the general contractor, it was any number of other people.” He accepted his plate with thanks. “I don’t know any details yet, but it’s too late tonight to head to the build site. I’ll figure it out after a few hours’ sleep.” More, hopefully, than he’d gotten the night before, though it probably wouldn’t be as restful with Lily not there.

      He and Carter dug in as Linc poured more wine and the three of them caught up with the past week. Carter talked about an investment his partner, Gavin, had been checking out in England. Lincoln grumbled about new staff and new recipes and needing a new career, even though neither one of his companions believed it. He’d cut off his own arm before he cut off his restaurant.

      JD filled them in on some of the visits he and Lily had made and how he thought they’d benefit the project. Both of his friends looked on with slowly narrowing eyes. It was starting to make him paranoid, but before he could ask them what the hell was going on, Carter shook his head.

      “You’ve done it, haven’t you?”

      Now he was even more confused. “Done what?”

      “I think the question is more accurately ‘whom,’ isn’t it?” Linc asked.

      JD laid his fork down, wiped his mouth, then set the napkin beside his plate. Slowly folded his arms. He’d thought he’d kept his voice as neutral as possible while discussing Lily, but apparently he wasn’t as casual as he’d hoped.

      Linc sighed heavily as if disappointed, but a grin was lurking behind his hand. “It’s the lady mayor, isn’t it?”

      The lady mayor he wasn’t supposed to sleep with, or that he’d promised he wouldn’t sleep with.

      He didn’t answer. And that was answer enough.

      “I knew it,” Carter said, dropping his fork. “I knew there was something going on with her. Did she blackmail you into it?”

      “What?” He stared at Carter as if he’d sprouted a second head.

      “It’s a simple enough question.”

      “No, no it’s not, Carter.” Although if blackmail had been necessary, he’d have had no problem using it if it meant getting Lily into his bed.

      Linc slapped him on the back. “Look, don’t get me wrong, I’m all for a bit of casual sex. Passes the time, you know? Especially in Podunk, USA. But there’s something you aren’t telling us. What is it?”

      “Yes, what is it?” Carter crossed his arms over his chest.

      “What I’m not telling you is my business.” Or rather, Lily’s business. It didn’t feel right to share something that personal as casual gossip. But just to stave off any further ludicrous accusations… “Yes, I slept with Lily. No details will be forthcoming. No, this will not impact the project—”

      “You don’t know that,” Linc pointed out.

      He didn’t know that; Linc was right. Actually, given the issues Lily had been dealing with this morning, he figured there would be some fallout to deal with, but he refused to believe he couldn’t smooth it over. And was surprised to discover that he wanted to smooth it over more for Lily than himself. People would accept him—or his money, at least—but Lily had to live in Black Wolf’s Bluff. He didn’t want her any more touched by the results of their relationship being spread all over town than absolutely necessary.

      “Y’all were encouraging me to sleep with her just a few days ago.”

      “That wasn’t serious.” A vee appeared between Linc’s eyes. “If something goes wrong, it most definitely will impact the project, and where will that leave us?”

      “Fucked,” Carter said. “That’s where it leaves us.”

      A surge of anger had JD slapping his hand down on the table. “We are not fucked! Lily is not going to threaten our project. Now drop it.”

      The last three words were a shout, and the tables nearby went silent. So did his friends. But JD refused to apologize. And he refused to let any more people malign Lily’s reputation than already had.

      Linc wasn’t upset, however. The frown cleared as he eyed JD thoughtfully. “It’s not like you to get bent out of shape over a woman.”

      It wasn’t, he knew that, but he wasn’t sure how to respond. He didn’t want to talk about Lily. He rubbed his hands over his face tiredly. What he really wanted was to go home, lay down in his bed, and dream about last night until he woke up with his alarm. And then he’d jack off in the shower before dealing with the mountain of problems awaiting him at the current build.

      Carter tapped his fingertips on the table, waiting for a solution to the situation. JD ignored him.

      “Okay,” Carter finally said, “we get it; you don’t want to kiss and tell.”

      “Although you’re certainly kissing quite soon after dumping your latest girlfriend,” Linc pointed out.

      Carter gave Linc a warning glance before pinning JD once more. “We need to know that you’ve considered the outcome if this woman gets pissed over this. What happens when you stop sleeping with her?”

      JD jolted as the answer popped into his head: he didn’t know if he would stop sleeping with her. Or when. He only knew he didn’t want to.

      This time it was JD who sighed. “I’ve got some things to think about, guys. But I can guarantee you, Lily is not the kind of woman to want revenge.” Hell, she hadn’t sought revenge against the man who’d tried to ruin her reputation in the town she loved; she certainly wasn’t going to pull something on JD if they parted amicably. And he had no intention of not parting amicably. “I’ve gotten to know her, and I can give you that promise.”

      “Fuck promises.” Linc grinned. “Yeah, I’m concerned about the resort. But if you’ve known her a week and she’s already got you tied in knots like this, I say good for her. Maybe you’ll find something to be happier about than blueprints and buildings.”

      Carter looked skeptical, but he didn’t argue. JD knew he’d hear about it later, though.

      For now, he needed some damn sleep.
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      She’d never been so glad for a weekend to come. The office had quieted down after lunch, and Lily had gone home early to lick her wounds—or damaged ego. But without seeing JD like she’d thought she would, her sanctuary felt empty. Not wanting to see her girlfriends, she’d turned off all the lights, gotten into her pajamas, and spent the evening flipping uselessly from movie to movie until she’d slunk off to bed.

      She was determined not to continue the pity party through Saturday morning, so she’d loaded up her travel mug with coffee and headed for Easton Cove.

      Papa met her at the door, his own coffee in hand.

      “Two visits in one week, punkin’?”

      “I missed you.”

      The truth. She’d needed his comfort after the shitty day she’d had yesterday.

      Without a word he led her into the kitchen to refill his cup. She’d spent so many mornings in this kitchen, absorbing the peace that seemed baked into the cedar-lined walls and hardwood floors. Staring out into the backyard or sitting on the porch listening to the babble of the water as the creek flowed behind the house. Today, though, none of that appealed. Her heart felt heavy, and she was very much afraid that was due as much to JD’s absence as it was to the situation in town.

      After long moments of silence, Papa finally asked, back turned to her, “What brings you out so early this morning?”

      The words opened something locked deep inside her, and the next thing she knew, the tears came. Sometimes a girl just needed a cry. Her grandfather didn’t say a word, simply walked over, set his mug on the counter, and drew her into his arms. The familiar scent of laundry detergent and his musky aftershave enveloped her, and for the first time since she’d left JD’s house, she felt grounded. The earth stopped shaking beneath her; all her strength didn’t have to be focused on keeping herself upright. She sagged against him and held on tight.

      He let her cry until the tears faded out into ragged hiccups. Still without a word, he stepped back, handed her a tissue, and while she mopped up, he transferred his coffee into a travel mug like hers. “Let’s go for a walk.”

      Outside the morning was still cool, the grass still damp with dew. Lily walked next to her grandfather’s tall form, drawing strength from his, letting the silence and nature do its thing like it had so many times in her life. They crossed the meadow, where she ran her fingers along the abundant Queen Anne’s lace and the spiky tops of the Indian grass. As they entered the woods, the wind hurried past them to brush through the maple and buckeye and birch trees. The dogwood blossoms swayed, and the crunchy remains of the winter’s leaves rattled on the ground, adding a hint of a dusty scent to the fragrant spring air. Squirrels chattered in the crooks of the branches, and along the ridge, she caught a glimpse of a fox darting among the ragged limestone boulders. Mountain laurel was in bloom, with brown and yellow skippers flitting among their pink and white flowers.

      Lily breathed deep. No matter how long she lived in town, this land would always be home. When she was here, something in her settled. Or maybe it was the man that walked beside her and the foundation he’d laid in her life. She always had somewhere to retreat to, and she knew it. Everything else could fall away because it no longer mattered when she was here.

      “This place always soothes the soul,” her grandfather said, echoing her thoughts.

      “You always know where to take me.”

      “Works every time.” He gave her a gently teasing smile.

      “It does.” She focused on the path for a moment. “Papa, I don’t know what to do.”

      He nodded, keeping quiet as they headed up the mountain. The silence allowed her to finally spill what was bothering her. Well, not all of it; she didn’t get into specifics or name names, but somehow telling him that there was talk in town and people were unhappy about it—and letting her know that—made her feel a little bit lighter.

      When she’d finished, there was another long stretch of quiet, only their crunching footsteps breaking into their thoughts. Papa was like that. He didn’t speak until he was ready to, but the lack of words often helped her put her own thoughts into order. It wasn’t until they’d reached the ridge that he found a flat rock overlooking the valley and urged her to sit.

      “Punkin’…” He pulled the baseball cap from his head and ran a hand over his thinning white hair. “You spend your days serving others. You love it; I know you do. But the people you serve don’t get to decide whether you’re a good person or not. You can’t find your worth in other people. I think you know that in here”—he tapped his head—“but in your heart, it’s easy to forget sometimes.” His age-gnarled hand dropped over hers on the rock. “Your value is in being a wonderful human being, and only you can recognize that for yourself. Other people see what they want to see.”

      “I know that.”

      “Do you really?”

      Of course she did. She opened her mouth to argue, but the look on his wrinkled face made her stop and consider.

      Papa let her think while they sat, absorbing the silence and sipping their coffee. Finally he squeezed her hand. “Let me ask you this: That Mason punk has been flapping his gums for years. Did any of the things he told people about you change who you are inside?”

      She hadn’t realized he’d heard the things Mason had spread about her, and for a moment shame choked her up—not because what Mason had said was true, but because her sex life was such a public topic of discussion, then and now. But her grandfather had never looked at her differently, never treated her differently in all this time. Her mother had once laughed when Lily said generations past had seemed to have less sex.

      “Oh, honey, there was plenty of sex back then. We just didn’t talk about it as much as they do today. There’s a reason the f-word has been around for centuries.”

      Papa’d had a wife, a child. He was nowhere close to naive. And he loved her.

      She’d been so lucky with her family.

      “No,” she said quietly. “The things Mason said didn’t change who I was at all.”

      “That’s right. And what other people bark about now can’t either.” He stared out over the valley as if it held the true meaning of life, and maybe it did. “Be your true, loving self, Lily girl. Not what you think others expect you to be. That’s what gives your life meaning.”

      She nodded, letting her gaze drift over the land as well. She fiddled with her mug, a soft sigh escaping her. “What should I do about all this mess, Papa?”

      He just smiled. “You live your life, punkin’. And tell everyone else to buzz off.”

      She had to laugh at that, and with it a lot of the pent-up anger and hurt she’d been carrying around released. Oh, it wasn’t completely gone; she knew that would take time. Maybe a lot of time. This wasn’t over, after all. They still had the council meeting to deal with. And she knew from past experience that people would bring up rumors when she least expected it. But for now, she didn’t want to let them steal any more of herself.

      Or any more of the time she had with JD, limited as it would seem to be.

      “So you’ve heard about the stuff with Mason then?”

      His expression gave nothing away. “You’d be surprised what all I hear, punkin’.”

      She eyed him suspiciously. He stared at the horizon.

      “You already knew about what happened Thursday night before I came over here, didn’t you?”

      “Mhmm.”

      Lord. “How much did you hear, exactly?”

      “Oh, Lou filled me in.”

      Lou? Her grandfather and Lou talked? And good God, Lou was probably as disapproving as everyone else who’d contacted her office. “Did she call to tattle about what your granddaughter was getting up to?” She tried to keep her tone light. Probably didn’t pull it off well, but she tried, at least.

      “She called to brag on your man.”

      Lily choked on a sip of coffee. “My man?”

      “Mhmm.”

      My man? The words whirled in her brain for a moment. “JD is not my man, Papa. He’s only here for the resort, and then he’ll be going back to New York.” It’s what she had to keep reminding herself. What she’d experienced with JD Thursday night had been…mind-blowing. Overwhelming. But she was too old to believe physical pleasure and emotional connection were the same thing. Yes, she’d enjoyed every minute she spent with JD this past week, and she thought he had too. They’d certainly both enjoyed the sex. But that didn’t mean there was a relationship on the horizon.

      No matter how much she secretly wished there was.

      “JD is not my man, Papa,” she repeated firmly.

      “If you say so.”

      “I do.”

      “Mhmm.”

      Grrr. She loved her grandfather to death, but he could be infuriatingly dense when he wanted to be. And she didn’t want him mistaking this for something it wasn’t.

      Her grandfather had moved on, however. “What does JD have to say about all this gossip?”

      “He says not to worry, that it’ll blow over.” She went back to that moment when she’d been standing in that dim hallway, listening to Mason’s accusations. Feeling the wash of humiliation as people looked away—or worse, looked at her. And then JD…

      “He’s the first man to stand up to Mason like that, you know?” Just the thought made her chest ache.

      Her grandfather gave a low hum, slipping back into silence. A few minutes later, he finished off his coffee and stood. “Do you know what I think your problem is, punkin’?” he asked, turning to help her down from the stone.

      She glanced up at him, wondering what was coming. The small smile playing around his mouth didn’t give much away. “What’s my problem?”

      “Your problem is, you’ve never had a man who was as strong as you are.” He turned that smile on her, his eyes downright twinkling. “But I have a feeling that is about to change.”
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      JD didn’t get back to the mansion from his trip to New York until after one a.m., but he walked through the doors of Wildwoods Brew early Sunday morning. Knowing the church crowd would probably be coming through, he’d ordered ahead, wanting to make sure Maria had everything he needed. And that had probably been a good idea given the crowd.

      The line was backed up to the door, full of a mix of young and old, shorts or sweats and fancy dress, everyone wanting a bit of Maria’s magic. But when Maria saw JD walk in, she waved him up to the counter with a loud, “Hey, JD!”

      Sidestepping the crowd, he made his way up to her, praying he wasn’t getting a bunch of dirty looks thrown at his back in the meantime. “Maria, how are you doing this morning? Busy, it looks like.”

      She laughed, waving a hand toward the line. “As always on a Sunday. Everyone needs their Wildwoods fix before they head on to wherever.”

      “And I can totally understand why.” Leaning across the counter, he gave the woman a peck on the cheek. “Have you got things ready for me or should I wait?”

      “Wait? No! I just need to whip up the drinks real quick. Didn’t want to do them too early and let them get cold waiting. Give me a sec.”

      “Thanks, Maria.”

      “Anytime.” She moved to walk off, turned back, and winked. “And may I say, Lily is one lucky girl.”

      JD felt his chest get warm. The open arms with which Lily’s friends had welcomed him was genuinely appreciated. He traveled often, and despite the fact that they were best friends and kept close tabs on one another, he and Carter and Linc weren’t often touchy-feely. He didn’t live with women he dated; in fact, he often went to them, not the other way around. When he’d walked into his brownstone late last night, it was to an emptiness that was rarely if ever warmed. But here? Surprisingly, in a place where he’d never expected to be happy, he felt the warmth he hadn’t found at home.

      He felt wanted. Especially with Lily.

      Of course, then he turned around.

      When he told himself he might be getting daggers to the back from everyone in line, he was only half wrong. Most of the people in line weren’t paying him any attention. But the ones who were, and the ones staring at him from various corners of the coffee shop, were definitely shooting daggers. Since he didn’t know any of them, he had to wonder if it was cutting in line or something else that had stirred their animosity.

      Thinking back to his phone call with Lily Friday morning, he had a feeling it was the “something else” that was the problem.

      “Here you go, hon,” Maria said behind him. He turned back to her, happy to leave people with sticks up their asses to their own discontent. But he wasn’t smiling. The looks had reminded him of how upset Lily was, how much it had hurt her to get so much backlash from people she tried to take care of.

      Maria took one look at his face and frowned herself. When he reached for the tray holding his and Lily’s drinks, she kept her fingers on the opposite side, refusing to let go. He met her eyes quickly.

      And read understanding there. “Don’t let them get to you,” she said quietly.

      “Not me,” he said. “Lily.”

      A quick glance around had her tightening her lips. “The same people frowning and complaining because you hinted at a positive sex life with Lily are the same people who are never happy about any rumors. Trust me. They sure as heck never gave that Mason a frown. It’s okay for a woman to have a bad sex life, apparently.” She arched a brow. “To say I don’t subscribe to that philosophy is an understatement.”

      He couldn’t help but laugh at the returning twinkle in Maria’s eye. “Neither do I.”

      A laugh escaped her. “Somehow I think I knew that about you.” She gave the drink tray and his food a little nudge, letting go. “You two have a good time. She deserves it.”

      “That she does, Maria. And thank you again.”

      He was sure to give the conservative crowd in the coffee shop a direct stare, meeting each and every eye, before he walked out the door. Seeing how many of the gazes dropped to the floor at the challenge put a spring in his step as he headed back toward his car.

      Lily had added her address along with her home phone number in his phone after their night together. He used it now, zipping over to the little Craftsman on a road just off Main Street. Pretty maples and cracked sidewalks lined either side, leading the eye down its length, and he could see at the very end of the road, a view of the bridge that crossed over the Salalai River. When he parked and exited his car, he could hear the rolling of the water and couldn’t imagine how soothing it must be to live that close. A sanctuary. The peace of the little street, the river, the whole atmosphere made it plain that Lily hadn’t chosen this spot to plant roots just for its proximity to her work. He took in the charming yellow house, the white painted rocking chairs on the porch running the length of the front, and understood exactly how much of her personality, her investment in this town was reflected right here, in her home.

      He mounted the white stone steps, drinks in hand, but the front door opened before he could knock. There Lily stood, hair wild from sleeping, silky robe tucked around her slender body, staring at him in wide-eyed amazement. “You can’t possibly have gotten enough sleep last night. What time did you get in, midnight?”

      “Not even that early.” He shrugged. “I got enough.” Moving through the door, he decided to presume and leaned in to give her a lingering kiss, only drawing away—reluctantly—when he needed a breath. “What have you got going on for your Sunday? I was hoping maybe you might go for a hike with me.”

      Her gaze dropped to the drinks in his hand. “If that mocha is mine, I’m definitely up for a hike.” She tugged at her robe’s sash. “Let me grab a quick breakfast.”

      “No need,” he said, winking. “I’ve got it waiting in the car.”

      When she turned back to answer, her gaze dropped to his smile, and a faint flush rose to her cheeks. “Have I told you how much I love your dimple?”

      He had to laugh, and oddly, his cheeks grew warm. “My dimple? I was kind of hoping you liked other things better.”

      “Oh”—she headed down the hall, pulling off her robe in the process—“I definitely do.”

      A flash of heat went through him, and he let his gaze linger until she moved through the door at the end of the hall. Tempted as he was to follow her, that would keep them here a couple of hours, and he wanted to feed her first. So he wandered around the living room, drinking his coffee and keeping a tight rein on his libido.

      Lily returned five minutes later. “So where did you want to go?”

      He turned from the wide front windows where he’d examined the world as seen by Lily. Her hair had been pulled back, workout clothes on, tennis shoes in her hand. So open and unassuming and…he wanted her. Just like that. No glamour or glitz or pretense or playing games. In that moment, watching her, something solidified inside him.

      “JD?”

      “Hmm?” He shook his head. Right. “I was hoping to check out some of the trails in the national park. You know, see what’s near the resort.”

      His words were the truth, but that wasn’t the complete truth. The complete truth had shaken him deeply.

      Yes, he needed to see what natural resources might be available for his guests. And yes, checking out things for the resort gave him an added excuse to get Lily to come along. But it was more than that. It was the smooth way they fit together, so easily, so quickly. It felt right, like two puzzle pieces sliding easily together.

      She was the first thing he’d thought about when he woke this morning. The last thing he’d thought about before falling asleep last night.

      He didn’t just want to spend time with her; he desperately wanted it. And not just in bed.

      That last one was the ultimate mind blower. Bed had been the only place he wanted to take a woman for years. Until now. And he definitely wanted to take Lily there, just not only there.

      Jesus, he was totally fucked over this woman, wasn’t he? Even asking himself the question…

      What the hell had happened here?

      He silently watched her put on her shoes, trying not to shake out of his skin. When the last loop was tied, Lily looked up at him. “You okay?”

      He mentally shook himself, locking away the shock resonating inside him. “Fine. Ready?”

      She bounced up off the couch. “Hand me that mocha and I am.”

      That smile. He couldn’t resist it. “Can I have another kiss first?”

      A sultry look flared in her eyes, and she began a slow prowl across the living room. “Another kiss?”

      His mouth went dry, gaze dropping to her full breasts and hips outlined in the tight workout clothes. “Uh-huh.”

      She eased closer. Anticipation tightened his entire body.

      “It would have to be a pretty good kiss to be worth a mocha,” he pointed out.

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Moving into his space, Lily brushed her body against his. Once. Twice. She couldn’t fail to feel the hard length of his erection on prominent display. Probably noticed the way his breath had picked up, how his lids had gone to half-mast too, if the secretive smile playing around her lips was anything to go by. Lily as the shy woman uncertain of her appeal had drawn him like a lodestone. Stepping fully into the knowledge that she was sexy and that he wanted her? That Lily blew his mind.

      He couldn’t wait. Drinks in one hand, he gripped the back of her head with the other and pulled her up to meet him. Mint and Lily filled his mouth as his tongue pushed deep. Lily opened to him immediately, drawing him in, sucking lightly on his tongue as he delved inside.

      His cock jerked against her belly as she completely melted, wrapping her arms around his neck, molding her body to his.

      He had no idea how much time passed, but at some point Lily drew back, a laugh escaping her as she snagged her mocha from the tray. “Yeah, I think that was worth it.”

      His brows hit his hairline. “You think? Think?”

      She smirked, straw in her mouth as she drew on her coffee. A swallow drew his gaze down to the slender lines of her throat. “Yeah, I think.”

      When he growled in her direction, she giggled. When he reached for her, she slipped out of his grip and hurried toward the door, delight in her eyes. “I think we have someplace to be,” she threw over her shoulder. “Didn’t you promise to feed me?”

      “I’ll feed you all right,” he said as he followed her out the door. Lily’s laugh tightened his gut all over again, starting a countdown in his head of the minutes until they arrived at their destination.
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      The roads through the state park twisted like noodles around the rivers and creeks, the sliced-through hills and huge boulders that peppered the landscape. Lily relaxed into the soft leather of her seat, enjoying the scent of JD filling the car, the strong forearm brushing hers, and the taste of mocha on her tongue as JD took his time, weaving toward the northwest edge of the area. The border between his land and the park was narrow, but JD said several walking trails ran through the park nearby.

      It wasn’t long before JD found a lookout area, took a parking space, and gathered the box of food and a blanket he’d stowed in the back while Lily gathered their coffees.

      “What all is in there?” she asked, eyeing the box as they made their way toward the trailhead.

      “Quiche and croissants,” he said. “And maybe some chocolate…”

      Lily felt her eyes light up. “When are we eating?”

      He chuckled as he moved ahead of her onto the trail. “If I remember correctly, there is a boulder up ahead that overlooks a creek. It’s a bit of a climb, but if you’re game…?”

      “If there’s chocolate at the end, of course I’m game.”

      JD glanced over his shoulder, a faux evil gleam in his eyes, twirling a nonexistent mustache. “And now I know the secret to getting you to do whatever I want.”

      All you really have to do is look at me for that.

      She’d felt her heart leap when he pulled up outside her home. She’d been sitting on the sofa, an inadequate, home-brewed cup of coffee with generic creamer in her hand, staring out the window when he arrived. She’d known he was home from New York, but she hadn’t known when she’d see him. That he’d come straight to her house first thing…

      Did casual flings do that, need to see you straight away? She’d never been with someone who had that impulse. None of the guys she’d dated before ever needed her that way. Oh, there had been the occasional moment where someone would hurry over, but only if they were desperate to get her into bed. The opportunity for that had been open back at the house, but other than a couple of kisses, JD hadn’t pushed for more. He’d definitely been interested though—she’d felt his interest prodding her in the belly. Making her wet with wanting. That he hadn’t jumped her asap made it seem like something more than simple horniness.

      Or maybe she was reading too much into it and he’d simply wanted to check out the trails and thought she might like to tag along. With her favorite drink in hand. And her favorite treat waiting at their destination.

      She really didn’t want to hope, but like a silly schoolgirl, she couldn’t seem to help it. She never would have guessed it, but apparently you didn’t outgrow the ability to go giddy over a guy anytime he paid attention to you. At least, a particular guy. This particular guy. Every time she looked at JD, a yearning started in her chest, a wish that he would continue to want to be with her. A wish that he would want something more than just a fling.

      But if she couldn’t have more, at least she could have moments like this, right?

      Even if her heart would be broken when he stopped focusing on her—or if she was extremely lucky, not until he left town—she accepted it as the price she had to pay. But her stupid heart couldn’t stop longing for a different outcome.

      Even without the chocolate incentive, the view ahead of her would’ve been motivation enough to keep going. JD wore basketball shorts that revealed his long, strong legs and a T-shirt tight enough that she could see the thick pad of muscles stretched across his shoulders and down either side of his spine. And that sight led her straight to the firm butt outlined by the soft fabric of his shorts. The fact that she was sweating by the time they reached the boulder, high above the trail where passersby would catch no more than a glimpse of them picnicking, had very little to do with the exertion and a lot to do with that butt.

      It was definitely a magnificent butt.

      JD set the food aside and spread out the old blanket he’d brought with them. Lily toed off her shoes, then stepped onto the blanket and settled in. Then the magic box in JD’s hands was opened: spinach and Gruyère quiche with a light, flaky crust, and croissants that were even lighter and flakier, topped with the sweetest honey butter. “Oh my God,” she moaned as she took her first bite, “Claire’s croissants are to die for.”

      “And after you finish that one, I’ve got chocolate ones for dessert.”

      Her heart literally sped up. Yes, it did that where chocolate was concerned. “You brought chocolate croissants? The only thing better than Claire’s croissants is her chocolate croissants.”

      JD chuckled. “So Maria told me. I asked what she thought you would like.”

      “I have the best friends in the world,” she mumbled through another bite.

      “Apparently.” He smirked. “And since their good advice gives me bonus points, I’m especially appreciative.”

      That dimple was making an appearance again. It ignited a warmth in her belly that had been lying low since the kisses back at her house. So many things about him just did it for her. Kissing him. His smile and that dimple that created a groove in his cheek. Those electric-blue eyes staring at her with an intensity she almost couldn’t bear as she took a bite of the quiche, then licked her lips to gather the flaky crumbs left behind.

      JD shifted on the blanket, dropping that beautiful gaze to his food as if he needed to focus on something else. When her eyes followed his to his lap, she saw why. Knowing that she aroused him sent a shiver of excitement through her.

      She loved the anticipation. And the teasing. She’d never had that with anyone else, that easy playing with each other.

      And speaking of playing…

      As she wiped her hands and mouth on a napkin and then stowed her trash in the box JD had brought, a plan formed in her mind. One she’d never even considered before, but with JD, she definitely wanted to try. Just thinking about it made her panties damp.

      “JD?”

      He met her eyes, and whatever he saw there made his own eyes go dark in a way that made her mouth dry. “Yeah?”

      “Are you finished eating?”

      He tossed his trash in the vicinity of the box. “Oh yeah.”

      She blushed even as she started a slow crawl along his legs. “I’m feeling a little…adventurous.”

      “Sounds fun.”

      The words were no more than gravel, and beneath his running shorts, she could see that she wasn’t the only one feeling adventurous.

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “This.” She dragged her hands along the silky material covering his thighs until she reached the waistband, then pulled down slowly. So slowly. The elastic popped over his penis—a very naked penis—exposing him to her eager eyes. “You’re commando.”

      “Am I?” He laid back on his elbows. “I wonder why.”

      Because he’d been planning something. Maybe not this exactly, but God… Heat filled her at the thought that he wanted sex with her out in the open, naked in the air, hikers passing below without a thought that the two of them were somewhere up above.

      The breeze was already kissing his bare shaft, tightening it further. But she wanted to be the one to kiss it. She went down on her elbows, her face inches away.

      JD sucked in a breath. “Lily,” he growled.

      With her tongue she traced the underside of his erection, feeling the pulse of his blood beneath the skin, the strain as his engorged flesh swelled more. When she got to the thick mushroom cap, she rubbed that sensitive V at the base. JD fell back completely, his hips jerking upward. “Take it, Lily.”

      She opened her mouth and let him in.

      “Oh…God.” JD’s fingers gripped her head, bringing her closer. Pushing more of him inside. When she sucked at him lightly, his fingers clenched, hips rising off the rock as if he couldn’t stand waiting.

      She loved it. Loved giving him this pleasure, seeing the complete absorption on his face as his eyes closed and his mouth opened on a moan. She pushed all the way down, unable to take every inch but getting as close as possible. When JD hit her throat, she slid back, sucking hard.

      “Lily!”

      She set up a rhythm, down and up, enclosing him tightly, sucking as hard as she could to give him all the pleasure she was capable of. When JD had gone down on her, it was the sexiest she had ever felt. His mouth on her clitoris, his tongue inside her. So intimate, almost more intimate than having him take her. Now she was the one giving him that, taking him to the edge, driving him out of his mind with hunger.

      As he swelled inside her mouth, she knew that she didn’t want this to end. Didn’t want to give him up. It might’ve only been a week, and some people might say it was just the fact that she’d finally had great sex, but she knew, deep down, she wanted to keep him.

      For as long as he would let her.

      JD began to pant beneath her, his hips rising to thrust into her mouth faster and faster. She knew he was close. Her fingers on his sac drew a strangled sound from his throat, and then he was picking the pace up even more. She cupped him gently, rolling his balls, and then stroked back with her knuckle to press just underneath, that spot that was so sensitive.

      “Yes, Lily.” JD tilted his knees out more and gripped her head harder. “Yes, just like that.”

      She kept the pressure, sucked and bobbed, until at last he cried her name as a spurt of cum left him and shot to the back of her throat. When she swallowed around him, the cry went high, and he jerked again. And again, until he collapsed back onto the rock, empty.

      Because of her. Because of her mouth on him. The thought sent a full-body shiver through her.

      And then JD opened his eyes and pinned her with a look. “Now you.”

      That was not a request she was ever going to deny, even if it meant getting naked on a rock in the middle of the park in full daylight. Rolling to her back next to him, she gripped the waistband of her shorts and pushed down, taking her underwear with them.

      By the time she reached her knees, JD was there, relieving her of the material, crawling between her legs with a gaze so hungry she struggled not to close her eyes against it. But she didn’t want to miss it, didn’t want to miss a moment of this pleasure with him.

      “Pull your shirt up for me, Lily.”

      As he licked his lips in anticipation, she slowly drew the material up her stomach, sliding along her rib cage, pausing just below her breasts. They ached, the nipples hard and begging. She wanted his mouth on them, wanted him inside her, wanted it all.

      So did JD. Bracing himself, he leaned over her until their lips brushed. “I’ll take a little more time later,” he promised roughly. His lips met hers, forcing them open, his tongue pushing inside. At the same time, his hand was pushing at her sports bra, bringing her breasts into the light, open to his touch, his gaze. He sat up, his fingers starting a pinch and pull at her nipples that had her eyes rolling back in her head.

      “I love your breasts, Lily,” he sighed.

      She arched, forcing them harder against his hands.

      A soft chuckle left him, and then he was leaning over again, this time bringing his mouth to her breast. She was so ready that the minute he sucked her in, she thought she would explode. He set up a rhythm, sucking hard, pulling at her until the jolt of pleasure shot down to her core, making her squirm.

      But he didn’t leave her wanting. One hand was there, his fingers on her clit, circling, circling. The touch drove her wild. She opened her knees and arched up, giving him access, allowing two fingers to slide deep inside her and give her the fullness she needed. Fingers shoving in and out, thumb circling her clit, mouth pulling at her breast, teeth scraping—it all coalesced until she thought she might go insane.

      And then she did. Her entire body tightened, tightened, tightened until she couldn’t hold back anymore and everything exploded in a supernova of pleasure.

      She had no idea how long she lay there, JD’s fingers petting lightly between her legs, his mouth brushing hers tenderly, but finally she opened her eyes and stared up at him.

      “I think that’s better than chocolate croissants,” she whispered, voice hoarse.

      JD threw back his head and laughed, the vibrations of his amusement rolling through her oversensitized body like thunder. She curled into him, clamping her knees together to keep his hand at her core. He flattened his palm and rubbed, soothing her even as he continued to chuckle.

      Finally, when her legs relaxed, he smiled down at her. “I’m glad I could deliver.”

      “Oh, you did.” She closed her eyes again, afraid of getting lost in those eyes, that amusement, though she was very much afraid it was too little, too late. Rolling onto her back, she splayed out on the blanket and stared up at the canopy of trees above. Cleared her throat. “So, did you say something about chocolate?”

      And that was how she got two Sunday morning treats: JD and chocolate croissants.
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      He hadn’t had a chance to spoil Lily, and with the planning commission meeting coming up and everything she’d been dealing with at work, he really wanted to spoil her. He didn’t look too closely at the impulse, just went with it. He’d spent his life analyzing every last moment he spent with a woman. Was she becoming too attached? Should he or shouldn’t he do this or that? Would she see that as leading her on?

      He didn’t worry about any of that with Lily. Right now he just wanted to be—and he wanted that “being” to be with her.

      So he dropped her back at her house midafternoon, told her to take a long, hot bath and put on her “fancy” clothes, and went to the mansion to change into nice slacks and a blue silk button-down. When he returned to pick her up, it was to find Lily in an emerald-green sheath that made his mouth water and black stiletto heels that made her legs look like a million bucks. In fact he’d give a million just to have those legs wrapped around him with those shoes spiking into his back.

      “Lily…”

      She grinned, that blush highlighting her cheeks again. He didn’t think he’d get tired of seeing that blush for a long, long time.

      “Is this fancy enough?”

      “Fancy enough?” He couldn’t help the need to adjust himself. “Definitely. But we might end up in bed before I get you out the door.”

      Her laugh tightened his gut even further. “Oh no you don’t. You promised me dinner.”

      “So dinner first? How about bed after?”

      She strolled past him across the porch, her hips swaying seductively. “I guess we’ll just have to see how good dinner is,” she teased.

      He gave a mock groan as he followed her down the steps.

      After handing her into the car with a flourish, he drove toward Gatlinburg and a nice restaurant he’d heard about from Lincoln. The chef was an old friend of Linc’s from culinary school days, someone who’d taught when his friend was a student, and Linc had urged JD to check it out and meet the owner while he was down here. It never hurt to have contacts within the surrounding communities that were on the same level you wanted to achieve, but JD had no idea if the owner was there tonight. He didn’t care. He simply wanted to treat Lily in a way that would take her mind off everything else going on around her.

      The Carousel was situated off the main street running through downtown Gatlinburg. It was a large building surrounded by a man-made lake that sparkled in the moonlight as they descended the pier from the parking lot. They took their time, Lily enjoying the view while JD enjoyed looking at her. The pleasure on her face. The wonder as she discovered something new each time she turned around. Experiencing new things with Lily didn’t allow him to be bored—she found too much wonder in the world around her. And she brought that wonder out in him every single time.

      The restaurant was built like a glass-enclosed carousel, hence the name. Three hundred and sixty degrees of the two upper floors were enclosed in seamless windows that gave a full view of the lake and mountains surrounding the restaurant. JD assisted Lily as they mounted the steps to the front door, and when they reached the top, he kept hold of her, intertwining their fingers so he could steal her warmth for himself. He hadn’t felt this much anticipation on a date since those first heady days of his marriage so many years ago. And he found that he liked it. For too long he’d considered himself too jaded to take pleasure in dating or courting a new woman, but with Lily that anticipation was right there, bubbling beneath the surface, spicing every moment that he was with her.

      The hostess took his name, and within minutes they were led to a candlelit table at the farthest point overlooking the lake. JD watched with amusement as Lily practically pressed her face to the glass, intent on the view.

      “I’ve heard of this place, but I’ve never been,” she said, finally turning to him, eyes sparkling.

      That one look made any cost for their dinner totally worth it. “I’m glad I could fulfill a fantasy.”

      Her gaze dropped to the dimple in his cheek, and he admitted he was glad to know he had such a powerful weapon in drawing her attention. He’d have to use it more often.

      “I guess I am showing a lack of experience, aren’t I?”

      “Not at all. If anything it’s nice to experience something with someone who enjoys it so much.” He leaned closer over the table, admiring the candlelight as it flickered across her face. “And that goes for much more than visiting a restaurant, sweetheart.”

      She bit her lip, dropping her gaze to the table. “It’s definitely nice.”

      The waitress interrupted before he could pursue that thought, that look on her face. They ordered dinner and then, over wine and baskets of bread, talked idly. Most of their time was spent admiring the beautiful view.

      Dinner arrived. Over succulent prime rib, Lily asked, “So I guess you do things like this a lot in New York?”

      “I spend a lot of time working in New York,” he said wryly.

      “And you travel a lot, don’t you?”

      “It is rare for projects to pop up at home,” he admitted. “And I like it—I enjoy visiting new places and discovering hidden gems.” He gestured around the restaurant.

      “But don’t you miss home?”

      He mostly hadn’t, he realized. He enjoyed the brownstone and being close to Linc and Carter. But New York was more a base of operations than anything else, the place where both his business and his latest girlfriend waited for him to return. When had that happened? When he’d first arrived in New York at eighteen, the city had been exciting and energizing and in many ways it still was, but it didn’t feel like a home. Not the way that Lily’s little Craftsman seemed like a home.

      Rather than consider that further, he launched into descriptions of the city for Lily, enjoying the way her eyes widened and she devoured every word.

      They were halfway through dessert—which both of them agreed was delicious but not nearly as good as Claire’s creations—when a shadow fell across the table. JD glanced up, but he didn’t recognize the couple standing there.

      “Mayor Easton,” the man said.

      Something about his tone had JD bristling, but he seemed to do that a lot with men lately. It was the way they looked at Lily, as if she were their servant and not one of the most important local officials in town. And he definitely didn’t like the way the laughter that had filled Lily’s eyes up till then died a swift death.

      “Oh, Bruce.” She nodded to the woman as she lowered her fork to her plate and reached out to shake hands. “Dianne. So good to see you both.” She gestured toward JD. “JD Lane, may I introduce Mr. and Mrs. Whitlock.”

      “Yes, Mr. Lane.” Bruce reached to shake JD’s hand. “We’ve heard you were in town.”

      JD merely raised his eyebrows, keeping his smile firmly in place as he rose to greet Dianne Whitlock and kiss her hand. The only way to deal with smug rich people was to act like a smug rich person yourself. He’d dealt with plenty of them in New York City. A small-town power couple didn’t intimidate him in the least.

      Dianne seemed delighted by his greeting, unlike her husband, and turned to Lily with an arch smile. “Have you been here before, Lily? Isn’t it lovely?”

      “Absolutely beautiful,” Lily said. He noticed her smile was subdued, careful, as if she was walking on eggshells. The sight pissed him off.

      “We heard you’ll be presenting a proposal tomorrow at the planning commission meeting, Lane,” Whitlock said. “We of course plan to be there. Not sure how I feel about some big resort moving in and ruining the atmosphere of our town.”

      “Bruce…” Lily began.

      JD laid his hand on hers where it rested on the table. He could fight his own battles. Though her heart was in the right place, there was no need for Lily to take on the burden of speaking for him. “Of course that’s a concern,” he told Whitlock. “And though I haven’t lived in Black Wolf’s Bluff for years, I certainly appreciate the small-town community and how everyone draws together.” He emphasized the last, silently reprimanding the man. “However, the fact is, my grandmother is gone. The land is sitting idle. Either I can develop it as a cohesive resort, or I can sell it off in lots to be developed by individual people. Either way, the land won’t stay as is.”

      “And I assume you support this…proposal, Mayor Easton?” Whitlock asked, his gaze dropping to JD’s hand still lying close to Lily’s on the table.

      “After discussing it extensively with Mr. Lane, yes, I do,” she answered confidently.

      Whitlock arched a brow. “Of course you do.”

      Lily narrowed her eyes at him. “I think it would be best if you come to the planning commission meeting and hear the proposal in full. At that point it would be easier to make decisions for what would be best for our town. There are ways that we can mitigate the issues that will likely ari—”

      “Of course we’ll be there,” the man said, cutting her off. He nodded to JD. “Lane.”

      Taking his sputtering wife’s hand, he led her away from their table. JD watched the couple cross the restaurant, his lips so tight they ached.

      “Insufferable prick.”

      A surprised laugh left Lily. He hoped with it came a release of tension, but she continued to be subdued as they finished their dessert and left the restaurant. The ride back to Black Wolf’s Bluff was quiet, and he could tell she had a lot on her mind.

      As they entered the outskirts of town, she finally spoke. “You know, my term is up next year.”

      “No, I didn’t know that.” He waited, and when she didn’t continue, he did. “How do you feel about that?”

      “In all honesty, I’m not sure.”

      A quick glance showed her gaze glued out the window. “Lily.” He took her hand where it rested on the console between them, hoping to draw her attention. “I don’t think this town could have a better mayor than you. You love them and love looking out for them; nothing could be more plain.”

      “I’m not so sure about that either.” Lily’s laugh was bitter. “I don’t know. Sometimes the scrutiny…” She shrugged.

      His chest squeezed, hating that she was working so hard and some of the town couldn’t see it. “There are always going to be naysayers,” he pointed out.

      “And I went into public service knowing that. Lately, though…”

      She didn’t finish her sentence, and the rest of the ride was silent. A fragile kind of silence that he hesitated to break. Not that he knew what to say. He wanted to fix things, make her feel better, but some things just didn’t work that way, and this moment felt like one of those. He didn’t like it—he was a fixer by nature—but the way Lily sat, slightly turned away from him, her fists balled in her lap, warned him not to try.

      When they arrived at her house, Lily allowed him to lead her up to the porch but kept her head down. As she unlocked the door, she hesitated. “I really have a lot to prepare for at work tomorrow, with the meeting tomorrow night,” she said, not looking at him. “I think I probably should turn in early.”

      He turned her toward him with a light touch to her hip. Keeping hold of her, he cupped her smooth cheek and forced her chin up until her eyes met his in the dim light of the porch. “Are you sure? Lily, if you need to talk—”

      “No.” Her hand settled on his, pressed it harder into her skin. And then she came up on her toes to give him a quick kiss. “I just need some time.” Turning, she opened the door. “I’ll see you at the meeting tomorrow, okay?”

      Before he could answer, she was through the door. He stayed until he heard the lock click, then reluctantly walked back to his car. Driving home, he had a bad feeling, the feeling that he shouldn’t have left her. He should’ve stayed, insisted they talk. The distance between them…it bothered him even though it shouldn’t. He should want some distance, but right now all he wanted was to turn his car around and go bang on her door till she let him in, to hold her if nothing else.

      For now he’d give her some space, but tomorrow night they were going to talk, one way or another.
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      Lily woke from a restless night with a feeling of dread. A cold shower got rid of the fuzz in her brain, but it couldn’t get rid of the constantly circling thoughts about the planning commission meeting. Something niggled at her, something she couldn’t put a name to, and though she tried the entire time she prepared for work, whatever that was refused to make itself known.

      Walking to the coffee shop, she mulled it over. She’d been through thorny political issues her entire career—it wasn’t like her years as mayor were her first in public service. Granted, this was probably the biggest impact a decision would have on the community she was currently serving. She understood that. She also understood that she’d done her research, worked through the options in her mind. She wasn’t coming into this issue blind, and she wouldn’t ignore the negative possibilities; she simply wanted to negate them until her town received the best end of the stick she could give them. And she’d worked closely enough with JD, discussed the options enough that she had a good idea of what he was willing to compromise on and what he wasn’t.

      She refused to let her relationship with him, whatever that included, influence her work. She just wished the people she worked for, her people, believed in her integrity enough to know that as well.

      Oh, she knew there were many citizens of Black Wolf’s Bluff who supported her wholeheartedly. And as mayor it was naive to believe everyone would see an issue “her” way. But she hadn’t realized until this week just how much she’d insulated herself against those who thought the worst of her.

      And she blamed Mason for that.

      She’d known the breakup with Mason was coming long before she’d actually spoken the words. She’d been running a political campaign and fighting against his constant demeaning attitude at the same time; she simply hadn’t had the ability to deal with the fallout from booting him until after the election. Being with him in the first place had been a mistake, but breaking up with him… The Prescotts were influential in local politics, and somewhere in the back of her mind, she could finally admit to herself, she hadn’t wanted to face what that could mean if she’d broken up with Mason earlier than she actually had.

      The end of their relationship had proven that her fears were well-founded. From that moment on, Mason had done his best to undermine her in the eyes of the community, helped along by his father’s position and refusal to treat her as anything more than an errand girl for the “important” work he and his cronies handled behind the scenes. And while not everyone subscribed to their theories, enough had that Lily had needed to grow a thick skin to survive and ultimately thrive in her position, doing the work she’d dreamed of doing from the time she was a young woman.

      Even so, here they were. Once again rumors were flying, and once again she was bracing herself for the fallout.

      That was the source of her dread.

      She stopped dead on the corner across the street from Wildwoods Brew, staring unseeing at the beautiful brick facade the coffee shop shared with Gimme Sugar, and tried to breathe as the realization moved through her. Here, in the community she loved, she was bracing herself for the opinions of people she really didn’t give a damn about. Letting them steal her desire to do the best job possible.

      Letting them steal her faith in herself.

      Letting them steal her happiness.

      And potentially letting them ruin a relationship that had opened her eyes to her own strength, as well as the knowledge that a man could actually live up to the dreams she had regarding love.

      Her approach all this time had been to ignore the rumors. To refuse to respond. If someone couldn’t say anything nice… But that hadn’t helped the situation. It had been tolerable when the comments had grown intermittent, but now, with JD here, she was tired of just letting it go. Tired of letting Mason bad-mouth her. Tired of letting people get the best of her while at the same time ignoring the job that she did and how hard she worked. She was just tired.

      Maybe it was time for a new approach. And maybe she should’ve considered that a long time ago.

      JD’s impact on her life had been far bigger than simply showing her a good time in bed. He’d helped her peel back the layers of shame that had slowly stacked up on her, and reminded her that there was nothing to be ashamed of. None of this was hers to take the blame for. The naysayers were wrong, and she needed to start stating that instead of just ignoring it.

      And she had to start tonight.

      She’d wondered if JD would be at the coffee shop when she arrived. He’d called first thing, left a message, but she hadn’t been ready to listen to it, had needed the time to sort her own thoughts out first. Now, crossing the street toward Wildwoods, she couldn’t help but marvel at the difference a few days could make. It had only been one week since her birthday, a milestone she had dreaded, and yet now her life had changed significantly. And not just her love life.

      JD wasn’t inside when she entered. In the bustle of the shop, she was able to grab her breakfast and hurry out, using work as an excuse not to linger with her friends, who promised to see her tonight at the planning commission meeting. She nibbled her egg muffins as she walked down Main Street toward the courthouse, waved her mocha at people she encountered as she went through town, just like she usually did. Some people smiled; some didn’t. That was no different than any other day either. As a public official, she knew not everyone was going to like her, and not everyone should. She needed those checks and balances to keep her eyes on what was best for the town.

      Being mayor wasn’t always about being popular. She’d always known that, had prepared herself to face opposition whenever it arose. She wasn’t fragile. But she had allowed Mason to weaken her belief in herself to the point where people’s misguided opinions about her motives could tear her down.

      Not anymore.

      “Morning, Lily.”

      Evan’s warm smile as she entered the office was reassuring.

      “Morning! How was your weekend, Evan?”

      They made small talk as she threw away her trash and finished off her coffee—a typical Monday morning, even if tonight’s meeting made this particular Monday significant. She wouldn’t give in to doubt. As Papa had reminded her, she was strong, even if she sometimes lost sight of that fact.

      Time to get down to work. As she gathered her things, she reminded Evan, “We need to post reminders on our social media pages and the town forums this morning about the planning commission meeting.”

      “Sure.” Evan grinned down at his writing pad, scribbling a note to himself. “Although I don’t think many people will need the reminders. Seems to be all the town was talking about this weekend.”

      She’d figured as much. “The grapevine is working, huh?”

      Of course it was. And no doubt her date last night had added fuel to the fire. The Whitlocks had probably been texting friends before they even got to their table at the restaurant.

      Evan snickered. “As always.” When he looked up, he caught the wry twist of her lips and gave her a sympathetic smile. “You know how it is. Everyone’s got an opinion when it comes to something this big.”

      “Or someone. JD is going to have a profound effect on this community one way or another.”

      “And on you?” Evans asked knowingly.

      She eyed him for a moment but couldn’t detect any judgment. “On me too,” she finally agreed. Not wanting to dig any further into that subject, she pushed on. “So are most of the comments about my relationship with JD or the disadvantages of this deal for the town?”

      “About even,” Evan admitted.

      She couldn’t resist rolling her eyes. “Don’t people have anything better to do than to talk about my every movement?”

      It was a rhetorical question. In this town, no, they didn’t. Still…

      “Honestly”—Evan tapped the pen he held against the desk—“I think it’s less about you and more about who you’ve hooked up with.”

      Lily’s eyes widened in horror. “Please tell me the phrase ‘hooked up’ is not appearing on our town forums.”

      His amusement was not appreciated, nor was the long pause he put her through before he finally answered. “No one is saying that,” he reassured her. “At least, not on the public forums.”

      She worried for a moment that her eyes would pop out of their sockets.

      Finally taking pity on her, Evan shook his head. “Probably half of what’s going around is pure fiction or fantasy. Okay, more fantasy considering JD’s…”

      “Looks?” She certainly had more than one fantasy about his looks. “His money? He’s certainly got the presence to command a room, and that includes every woman in it.”

      “Exactly,” Evan agreed. “There’s bound to be rumors about someone like that. Don’t take it personally, Lily.”

      Oh, she didn’t plan to. Not anymore. Nor was she going to take it sitting down.

      Evan stood and came around the desk to stand in front of her, concern staring out of his eyes. “You’re a great mayor; you know that, right? And a great woman. I’ve learned a lot having the privilege to work for you, not the least of which is to admire you very much. If people have a problem with you dating, let them. Your work speaks for itself.”

      It warmed her heart that Evan would take the time to give her that reinforcement. She squeezed his hand as a quick thank-you before moving toward her office. “I need to get my remarks ready for tonight’s meeting.”

      “You really think this is a good option for the town?”

      She stopped, turning back to him. Whatever her answer, she knew Evan would believe her, as would others. Which was why she’d thought long and hard about her response.

      “I have faith that JD is going to keep the town in mind as he develops. That’s the best we can hope for.”

      “He holds our fate in his hands,” Evan said. “I hope he recognizes the enormous responsibility that is. One project like this, and a town this small… It’s a huge deal.”

      “It is.” She pushed her hair behind her ear. “Come to the meeting tonight and listen to what he has to say. Make up your own mind. Whatever the town decides, I’ll support, but yes, I do think this is a good deal.”

      She truly believed that. Things would be changing in the future, one way or another. She just needed to make sure all the options were presented so the planning commission could make their decision with full knowledge of what this deal would mean going forward.

      “Could you run interference for me today? I want to make sure I’m thoroughly prepared for tonight.”

      Evan’s grin gave him a boyish look far younger than his years. “Sure. Always happy to interfere with people who want to give you a hard time.”

      She laughed. “And I definitely appreciate that.” She entered her office, circling the desk to put her purse away. Instead of sitting immediately, she walked over to the window and stared outside. The weight of responsibility settled on her shoulders. It felt good. She believed she was doing her best for every person walking below her.

      That didn’t mean she wasn’t worried about the outcome, but she’d accept whatever that outcome was. For now, though, she had work to do.
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      Lily had been avoiding him. He’d called her cell three times, none of which had been answered. Same with work. She wasn’t returning messages. He’d even dropped by her office on the way to the meeting, but Evan had informed him that she was already out for the day. He was smart enough to know why she was pulling away, but that didn’t mean he was going to let it go. Or let her go.

      That’s right. John David Lane was finally on the hook. And he couldn’t be happier about it.

      Now he just had to make sure Lily was caught too.

      Walking toward the conference center where the planning commission meeting was being held, he glanced around at the crowd, seeing some welcoming faces and some not so welcoming, but he was used to that. He hadn’t gotten this far in the development business without people being unhappy with him. He was tempted to tell them they’d be even more unhappy if Lily hadn’t interfered, if she hadn’t changed his mind about the town. If she hadn’t mitigated the sour memories of his grandparents with proof that this town was worth investing in. Until Lily, this had all been about the resort. His dream project.

      Now it was about the resort and Black Wolf’s Bluff. There was room for both, and he intended to prove it.

      In the wide foyer that extended the length of the building, JD moved through the crowd until finally, near the doors to the meeting room, he spied Lily speaking with Erin. His woman was dressed for battle—a slim black pencil skirt, silky blue camisole, and a killer jacket that showed exactly how professional she was. It did great things for her narrow waist too. And he’d bet when she turned around, that skirt had a slit that would reveal things that made him salivate. But that was for later. For now he moved toward her, determined not to let her get away, not before he said his piece.

      “Lily.”

      She turned her head, pretty hazel eyes widening as she took him in from head to toe. He’d never been so grateful for Tom Ford. Then the warmth that he’d come to expect from her each time she laid eyes on him made its appearance, and his chest expanded in response.

      “I need to speak to you.”

      Lily turned back to Erin. “I’ll see you inside, okay?”

      Erin’s smile exuded both support and, when it turned on JD, amusement. She took the time to pat JD’s bicep on her way past. “About time you showed up.”

      And what exactly did that mean?

      Rather than ask, he moved into Lily’s space, using the width of his shoulders to block out the rest of the room. “What’s going on with you? You haven’t answered the phone all day.”

      “I know.” She clasped her hands together in front of her, clutched hard to her stomach, almost as if she was holding herself back. “JD…” She took a deep breath, seeming to gather her words. “We need to talk. I know we do. And I want to; I really do.” And he could see, despite her justifiable distraction, that she meant it. “We’ll talk after the meeting’s over, but for now I need to put my job first.”

      The jab hurt, whether she meant it to or not. “That’s bullshit. I haven’t asked you to put me before anything in your life.” He wanted her to; he couldn’t deny that, not anymore. But he wouldn’t ask her to. This job meant too much to her. And she had too much integrity to do anything but her best at it, no matter who was in her life.

      Lily bit her lip, her eyes closing for the briefest moment. “I’m sorry. That came out wrong.”

      He reached for her then, clasping her arms lightly, wishing her skin was bare so he could feel her. She might not want him to touch her, here in so public a place, but he needed his hands on her in some small way or he might explode. “No, I’m sorry. You’re right.” He paused, staring at the gold flecks brightening her eyes. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

      Behind him came the sound of the doors to the meeting room opening. Lily peeked around his shoulder. “We can talk later,” she said again.

      He didn’t let go until she met his eyes once more, her own going green with impatience. For some reason that spark of fire made him happy. “We will talk about things later.” He loosened his hold. “This deal is important, to all of us, but so are you.”

      Surprise sparked in her eyes. Before she could speak, he stepped to one side and motioned for her to precede him toward the doors. As she walked past, her shoulders were drawn back, her spine straight, but damn if there wasn’t that slit he’d anticipated at the back of her skirt, giving him the barest glimpse of her thighs. He deliberately raised his focus to the back of her head, refusing to walk into a meeting this important with a hard-on.

      Which was probably good considering the number of stares he got as he moved down the aisle between the seats. People sat, stood, milled about, but all of them were looking toward him. If anything, Lily became stiffer the farther into the room they went, and his fingers itched to find that low dip in her back, to place his hand right there where she was sensitive and give her his warmth, his support. But that wasn’t what she needed right now. She needed to stand on her own two feet. He understood, but the protective male in him didn’t like it.

      The planning commission entered from one side of the room, Dwayne Prescott leading the way. JD took a moment to search the room for the man’s son, but Mason wasn’t showing his face, at least not yet. Thank God for that. JD might actually start a fight if the bastard said one word to Lily.

      Behind Prescott came Iris and Kirk Daniels, along with four other members of the panel. JD had made phone contact with a couple of them, simply introducing himself, offering the time for questions, but the other two he hadn’t been able to touch base with due to scheduling conflicts. The fact didn’t worry him. He’d had a good proposal before, but now, with Lily’s input, he had a proposal he had zero doubt they would accept.

      He took a seat in the front row beside Lily. When she threw a frown over her shoulder, surveying the crowd, he held still, refusing to move. The people of this town had better get used to him being next to her, because he intended to be there for a long, long time.

      The planning commission came to order, Prescott first calling for meeting minutes, then introducing a couple of minor topics that no one seemed to show much interest in. Votes went quickly, and then they got to the meat of the night.

      “Next we have the proposal for Black Wolf Resort. Mr. JD Lane presenting.”

      JD stood and walked to a podium waiting at the front of the room to present himself before the committee. “Thank you for allowing me to speak, Mr. Prescott.”

      “We see that you have submitted a revised proposal?”

      “Yes.” JD reviewed the basics first, the transition of the land his family had owned from private property to business use, the various amenities he and his partners intended to build. As he spoke, murmurs behind him told him that community members were mulling over the ideas, whether in favor or opposed, he didn’t know.

      Finally, after reviewing the original proposal, he came to the amended portion. “I’m sure you’re wondering how exactly this resort will benefit Black Wolf’s Bluff. There are concerns over the impact to the town, all of which are understandable. We hope to not only draw people to our facilities, but to drive them into town as well, to support the businesses you have here.” He gestured for Lily to join him at the podium.

      Lily gave the panel an easy smile. “I’ve spent all week with this proposal, considering the pluses and minuses,” she began.

      “And there are a lot of minuses,” someone yelled from the crowd.

      Lily nodded, glancing back over her shoulder. “And I do intend to discuss those, Robbie,” she acknowledged the speaker, “because as you point out, the minuses are a very real concern. But after long discussions with Mr. Lane—”

      “We are sure you’ve discussed plenty,” a man on the end of the panel murmured. Of course, he was sitting in front of a mic, a fact JD was certain the man was aware of. The comment drew even more murmurs from the crowd behind him, and when JD turned his head, he could see that Lily had gone stiff. That had him narrowing his eyes on the man who’d spoken. Corley, JD believed his name was.

      “Excuse me?” Lily asked. JD was proud to notice she sounded as pissed off as he was.

      The man gave her a smirk. “Don’t try to deny it. We know Lane’s been wining and dining you.”

      The woman sitting next to Corley nodded in agreement.

      “We assume you are backing this proposal from Mr. Lane,” Daniels interjected.

      Lily tipped her chin in his direction. “With the additions Mr. Lane has included in the revised version, yes, I do. I think—”

      “And what exactly are you getting out of throwing your support behind Mr. Lane?” Corley asked. “Money?”

      “Attention?” Daniels added, his mouth a mocking slash.

      “Plenty of attention,” a crowd member piped up.

      JD had had enough. He zeroed in on Corley, giving him the look that had earned JD the reputation as a shark even in New York City. The man choked on his next words, and JD felt satisfaction curve his lips.

      Lily’s breath had sped up, her hands squeezing each other so hard behind the podium, out of view of everyone but him, that they were white with strain. But when JD cleared his throat, determined to move on, she put up one of those hands. “No, I think the time has come to have this out.” She looked to JD, seeming to search for something, and reluctantly he gave way. The idea of Lily having to defend herself made him want to rage, but he stepped back from the podium nonetheless, allowing her to lead.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Lily stepped forward to grasp the sides of the stand, squaring off with the panel with a confidence that made JD’s pride swell—among other things. She let the silence lengthen as she stared down each member before finally addressing Prescott directly.

      “I believe, Mr. Prescott, that there have been some hints at impropriety I can no longer ignore. Nor should you,” she said firmly. “And so I’ve come prepared to do just that. Let me see…” She glanced down the room. “‘Wining and dining,’ Mr. Corley?”

      Corley cleared his throat nervously.

      “I believe you’ll see that every meal Mr. Lane and I have shared during business hours was paid for by me, on my professional accounts, with records fully available.” She held up a piece of paper. “In fact, I have those records here should you need to see them. Did I attend dinner last night with Mr. Lane in Gatlinburg, not on professional accounts?”

      Corley opened his mouth to speak, but Lily cut him off.

      “Yes, I did. I hardly think one dinner at the Carousel is enough to buy my support.”

      A few members of the crowd shared a muffled laugh.

      “As to your mention of money…” She again held up records. “My private accounts have been held up to enough public scrutiny since my campaign, including the annual release of my tax returns, despite no requirement to do so under Tennessee law.”

      “No one said you had to put any money received into the bank,” Corley pointed out testily.

      “True,” Lily conceded. “However, as I have lived well within my means for the past three years, I’m uncertain what basis you have for now accusing me of trying to make money off a deal I wouldn’t profit from in any other way. It isn’t as if a proposal to change my salary—a salary which is far below many of yours as private individuals, I might point out—is under consideration here.”

      As Corley sputtered, Lily turned her attention on Daniels. “I believe the final ‘benefit’ mentioned was attention, was it not, Mr. Daniels?”

      JD scanned the panel, his eye catching on Iris’s intense expression. If the admiration he read there as she watched Lily was any indication, Daniels’s wife wasn’t leaning in the man’s favor.

      “I am very aware that, as a woman, I appear to be held to a standard in my private life that many male leaders, past and present, do not seem to be subject to.”

      Oh boy. JD carefully schooled his expression.

      “As you know, more than one past mayor engendered scandal by being discovered in affairs.” She eyed a couple of panel members, though at his angle, JD couldn’t tell exactly who she was targeting. “Even one or two members of this committee have weathered the storm of rumors.”

      Prescott squirmed in his seat. “Mayor Easton—”

      She raised a hand, cutting him off. “I do not intend to bring up the details of any such rumors. However, I do find it curious that I am now being accused of the opposite—a woman who has shown nothing but personal integrity since she was voted into office is now being accused of favoritism because she hasn’t had a relationship during her mayoral term.”

      Murmurs, mostly feminine, rose from the crowd. An unfair standard was never popular, he knew, but particularly when one gender was targeted over another.

      “Let me be clear,” Lily continued. “I have never and would never use personal bias to ram through a deal that would be detrimental to Black Wolf’s Bluff. I’ve worked too hard for this town and its people, and I believe my record speaks loud and clear. However…” Lily zeroed in again on Prescott, dead center. “I believe the rules of this committee are clear as well. I, as mayor, can give you my research and my recommendation, but only the members of the planning commission can decide whether or not to move forward with this proposal. Am I wrong?”

      Prescott cleared his throat. “You are not wrong, Mayor Easton,” he admitted reluctantly.

      “As I thought.” Lily let a pause push her point home. “Then I believe we can put these unprofessional comments behind us, can’t we?” She stepped back, allowing him to once more share the podium with her.

      “Yeah, can we stop talking about this crap and get on to the important stuff?” a lady with wild purple hair and a cat—yes, a cat—on her lap yelled. “What about our town? We don’t want no higher taxes or a bunch of people mucking up our town!”

      JD half turned to address the crowd behind him. Before he could speak, Lily also turned toward the audience.

      “Lou,” she said directly to the woman who had spoken, “I understand your concerns. I had many of the same issues when Mr. Lane first presented this proposal. I’ve talked to many of you and heard what you have to say. We do want opportunity here, the chance for revenue to flow, but what we don’t want is to become crowded out like the folks in Gatlinburg and Pigeon Forge. Working together, I think we can find a balance.”

      “Because of Mayor Easton’s input,” JD added, “I revised the proposal, as I mentioned before. I’ve added an increased infrastructure percentage to assist the town in creating the public services and structures it needs to support any additional population the resort brings in. This will help offset a major increase in taxes. And that percentage will stay in place for, at minimum, the next three years, giving us time to observe impact upon the opening of the resort and revise expectations as needed.”

      “This will supplement what is available through the state,” Lily pointed out, “though state funds have to be matched through our local budget. That could very well entail a tax hike, which we’d like to avoid. Mr. Lane’s proposal through his company does not have such requirements.”

      JD was surprised to see Prescott nodding. A couple of other panel members appeared thoughtful. JD decided to push his advantage.

      “I’ve also included, directly because of Mayor Easton, an agreement to provide a certain percentage of job equity directly to members of the Black Wolf’s Bluff community rather than bringing in outside workers. Additional help from other towns might be necessary, but Black Wolf’s Bluff deserves both the support and the additional income that the resort can provide. We want to do all we can to encourage your community to thrive, and I believe this is a big part of doing exactly that.”

      Murmurs rose from the crowd, but JD sensed that there were more positive than negative. When he turned back to the panel, their faces were a mix. Now it was time to turn the tide with them. “I’m more than happy to answer any questions you might have.”

      For the next hour the panel grilled him, going through every detail of the proposal, including revenue projections and comparisons to similar businesses in the region and their impact on the towns near them. They questioned Lily as well, seeking her input on the tax impact and concerns regarding the use of county and state funds to supplement the resort’s contributions to planning and building within the city limits. A bond initiative possibility. Details on infrastructure needs and environmental impact issues.

      Prescott cleared his throat after sixty minutes. “Mr. Lane, what do you intend to do if the resort is not approved by this panel?”

      He searched Prescott’s face, wondering why he in particular would bring up the question. After returning home Sunday night, he’d researched the Whitlocks, the couple he and Lily had run into at the restaurant. From social media they appeared to be close to the Prescott family, which meant Prescott should already know JD’s answer.

      Nonetheless, he gave it. “I have no intention of living in the Lane mansion as it is. My life has been, for over thirty years, established in New York City. Though I will be here to oversee construction and the establishing of the resort, I do not intend to ever live on Lane land full-time again.” That wasn’t to say he wouldn’t live here in Black Wolf’s Bluff, but that wasn’t the committee’s business. That was between him and Lily, something they would discuss later. “Either my company will develop the land into Black Wolf Resort as proposed—or some revised version of the proposal—or I will be breaking the land into parcels, to be sold or donated to various businesses and/or land trusts as I see fit. Someone else will take on this task then, but I can guarantee that several investors with smaller pieces of land will not be able to fund the kinds of benefits I can give the town right now.”

      “Is that a threat, Mr. Lane?” the woman seated next to Corley asked.

      “No, it is not,” he assured her. “It’s simply fact. The land is of no value sitting idle, nor will it increase in value without development. In addition, undeveloped land has no potential to benefit your local businesses in the way the resort can.”

      Corley scoffed. “We don’t need your money, Mr. Lane. We didn’t need your grandmother’s money either.”

      “You needed my family money to found this town, but that is neither here nor there. The question is, how can this money be used to the benefit of the town now. I’m simply laying that out for you.”

      “Corley,” Prescott said, “can you really say that a place like this, set inside city limits, wouldn’t benefit your gas station? It sits right on the interstate. How many more visitors will pass by on their way to town every week?”

      “How many more families will stop at your McDonald’s?” Iris pointed out.

      The man didn’t answer.

      “And your grocery stores, Daniels?” Prescott asked. “Your restaurant, Hollingsworth?”

      Hollingsworth, a quiet man who’d kept a close eye on proceedings without speaking, said, “The resort itself will have a restaurant.”

      “It will,” JD agreed. “But that restaurant will draw a specific clientele, and not everyone at the resort will want to spend money there for every single meal. They’ll venture into town, and they’ll become your customers.”

      “The library can certainly use the gain in public funds when people move here to work and live,” Iris said.

      In the end, it seemed to be this argument that held the most sway. Just as JD had told Lily, the committee knew the value of money. That would trump whatever private problems or rumors the community—or the panel members—might bring up. The commission voted five to two—Kirk Daniels and Corley being the holdouts—in favor of working with JD on the resort.

      As he mingled in the room afterward, JD encountered mostly positive responses there as well. His project was on its way finally. He’d won over the planning commission and at least some of the town, it appeared.

      Now he just had to win over Lily. And he wouldn’t let anything stop him.
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      A sense of triumph had Lily beaming by the time the meeting was over. Yes, this was only a small portion of the battle where the resort was concerned, but presenting honest information about JD’s proposal, allaying some of the community’s fears, and, maybe most importantly, defending herself had been essential to her.

      That last battle wasn’t quite over, she knew, but oh, had it felt good to stare down those committee members and tell them exactly where they were wrong for once.

      “Lily, time for that talk.”

      She turned to JD, her heart beginning a hard thump. God, he looked good. The black suit against his salt-and-pepper hair, the electric-blue shirt that perfectly matched his eyes, making them blaze intently from his face… Yeah, good enough to eat. She just hoped she got the chance for that after tonight was over.

      She knew what he wanted to discuss—the two of them. Which way that discussion would go, she wasn’t sure, but either way, she’d give it her best shot just like she had everything else.

      “Talking is a good idea.” She’d already gathered her purse and the folders she’d brought with her, so she was ready. JD gestured her ahead of him. Walking up the aisle, she saw that much of the crowd had already exited, a few sticking behind to talk. Those few eyed them as they went, but she no longer minded. If they had something to say, they would say it. No negative opinion was going to change who she was inside.

      As they walked through the front doors of the convention center, an even bigger crowd waited outside. Directly in front, her friends stood in a group. So many people had come to support her and JD, people who believed in her: Claire, Erin, Maria. Evan and Alana, Scarlett, DeeDee, and even Clayton. Her grandfather and so many more. They were all smiling her way, appreciation in their eyes. And if she took the time to look, there was appreciation in other eyes too, not just people she knew well but ones she didn’t. They understood who and what she was working for—them and their town. If others wanted to judge her because she didn’t live up to their standards, personal or professional, that was their prerogative; they could vote her out at the next election, but in the meantime she would continue doing her best. That was all that mattered to her.

      “Lily!” Claire rushed her for a big hug. “You were so great in there.”

      “I could never speak in front of a crowd that size,” Maria admitted. “Feed them, yes, but speak coherently in front of them? No. You just stood right up there and made perfect sense the whole time.”

      Erin was next in line for a hug. “Thank you.”

      “For what?” Lily asked, conscious of JD’s hand on her lower back, his heat behind her. Supporting her but not taking over, just like he’d done at the meeting. She appreciated that so much.

      “For being a great mayor,” Erin said sincerely. “You’ve fought for this town from the moment I met you, and here you are, with this big guy”—she nodded at JD—“advocating for us—”

      “Advocating how?” a nasty voice asked. “In bed?”

      Mason.

      Lily’s first instinct was to cringe at how loud her ex had been, loud enough that the surrounding clumps of lingering townspeople could hear him. Heads turned from all areas of the courtyard.

      But she didn’t cringe. She didn’t hesitate either.

      Stepping out of her friend’s embrace, she moved down the stairs until her head was level with his below her.

      “Mason, you need to shut the hell up.”

      Man, that felt good.

      Silence followed as her words echoed even farther than Mason’s had. Mason glared up at her and opened his mouth to argue.

      “No! I’m done with your gossip and your lies. I’m not going to let you do this to me anymore. It stops now.”

      “Who says it’s a lie?” His tone implied no one would believe her, but he hadn’t gotten the memo yet. She no longer cared if they did or not. “People keep talking about it because—”

      “People keep talking about it because you keep talking about it.” She could see her friends circling up around her on the steps, feel JD’s touch at the small of her back, and both helped keep her spine stiff. Facing the committee had been exhilarating, but facing her ex-boyfriend… This had been her personal demon to endure for the past three years. Longer than that, even—Mason hadn’t exactly been nice even when they’d been dating. He’d torn her down at every opportunity, and she’d taken it. For what? Just to have a man at her side like she was “supposed to”?

      No more. She didn’t need a man at her side. She wanted one, one in particular, but he was standing behind her right now, supporting her, unlike the dick standing before her.

      “Look, we all know what you’ve had to say about me, Mason.”

      The prick smirked.

      “But I’m finally gonna be honest—it wasn’t me who had the problems in bed. You were a lousy lover. Period. The epitome of all those memes about not being able to find a clit.”

      Someone—maybe Erin?—actually giggled behind her. Mason’s face began a slow climb toward angry red.

      “I am not the one who had any problems finding anatomy. Hell, I had to find my own most of the time because you couldn’t. And I’m definitely not the one who needed a bottle of Viagra in my bedside table because I couldn’t get it up.”

      Shocked gasps rang around the courtyard, probably from people who’d never thought their mayor would use words like Viagra and clit and hell in public. And she’d been worried about the phrase hooking up this morning?

      Joke was on her.

      A grin threatened to erupt. She forced it back.

      “I didn’t get my position in this town because of you or dating you. I got it on my own merits and hard work, which is definitely more than I can say for you. I didn’t ride my daddy’s coattails into a job. But I did think if I just kept quiet, if I didn’t defend myself, it would all die down. You just couldn’t let it go, though, could you? Maybe this goes the other way around. Maybe the only significance you have comes from me and who your father is.”

      A sound at the edge of the crowd echoed through the utter stillness surrounding her. Lily looked up to find Dwayne Prescott standing nearby, a horrified look on his face. Probably horrified at her, the things she was saying, but she no longer cared.

      “You know”—she forced her gaze back to an angry Mason—“I thought about quitting, I really did, to give the town peace if nothing else.”

      “So why don’t you?” he sneered.

      “Because I’m not going to give up a job that is special to me for the likes of you. I love this town, and I will continue to work hard for them to the best of my ability, but that’s where I draw the line. Work is work. Who I date—or do anything else with, for that matter—is none of your business. What I do in my private life is. My. Business.” She glanced around the courtyard, meeting as many eyes as she could, including them in her declaration. “My business. Period.”

      “Damn right, punkin’,” her grandfather called from a few feet away. “You’re a fine mayor, finer than a lot of people in this town, and that’s all that should matter.”

      A light laugh started, rolling into a rumble that took over the courtyard. She wondered how many of the townspeople would start calling her punkin’.

      Mason’s face had reached the fire-engine stage, and she could see the argument boiling up inside him. Before he could release it, JD stepped up to stand beside her.

      “You’re done, Prescott.”

      She glanced up, and the look on JD’s face made her very glad she wasn’t on the receiving end of it. Mason’s color changed from red to sheet-white in an instant.

      “I— She—”

      JD growled. “Do you really think you should open your mouth one more time?”

      Mason was spiteful and vindictive, but in that moment Lily almost felt sorry for him. She wouldn’t be surprised if he wet his pants.

      And then Dwayne Prescott made things even worse. He let loose a loud whistle that echoed around the courtyard. Heads all over jerked in that direction.

      Anger twisted the man’s mouth. “I think you need to listen to the man. Let’s go, Mason.”

      “But—”

      “Now.”

      Lily didn’t watch him go, though she knew he did by the slow scuffle of shoes on the concrete. Instead she watched Dwayne, who met her eyes for a single moment, gave her a quick nod, and walked away.

      “Well, I didn’t expect that,” JD murmured beside her.

      She glanced up at him shyly. “From me or from Dwayne?”

      “Oh, Dwayne. I one hundred percent expected that from you. I was just wondering when you’d get mad enough to do it.”

      And there, on the steps of the convention center, he bent down and took her lips in full view of what felt like the entire town.

      JD took his time pulling back, and when he finally did, he only allowed a breath of space between them. “Now, about that talk.”

      They said their goodbyes; then JD followed her home. Nerves rumbled in her belly the whole way, but she refused to give in to them. Whatever he said, whatever the outcome of tonight, she would be okay. She knew what outcome she wanted, definitely. But if it wasn’t meant to be, she’d deal, just like she always had.

      JD followed her up the steps to the porch, waited close behind her as she unlocked the door, then held it for her to enter. When he shut the door behind himself, she couldn’t help but hear the snick of the lock as it turned beneath his fingers.

      Okay, good sign.

      Her heart began a fast flutter in her belly.

      “Do you want a drink?” she asked, hanging her purse on the hall tree and tossing her keys into a bowl on the nearby table. Trying to appear normal, unflustered. How could she face down her personal demons without flinching, but fear collapsing when facing JD?

      “I definitely want a drink,” he said, the words a low rumble, “but not yet.”

      Okay then. She turned to find him standing, hand out, waiting for her.

      “Sit with me?”

      Her fingers found his before the affirmation echoed in her thoughts. “Okay.”

      He tugged her over to the couch. The wide window framed them, and she reminded herself that anything that happened on this seat would be proudly displayed for anyone who happened by. “Just a minute.”

      Once the blinds were closed and a lamp turned on, she rejoined him. “Okay.” Nerves roughened her voice. “Talk.”

      JD chuckled. Powerful hands gripped her waist, and he dragged her over until her butt rested on his thighs and his arms held her safely against his chest. “I think you need this almost as much as I do.”

      He needed the comfort of her touch too? She squirmed a little, finding a comfortable spot, and a firm ridge at her hip had her eyes flaring wide.

      Oh.

      JD’s dimple made an appearance. “I can’t help it; that skirt does it for me.”

      “Does it?” She’d have to remember that.

      “It does.”

      Silence fell. When she tilted her head back and looked into JD’s eyes, she’d swear she saw nerves.

      JD cleared his throat.

      Yeah, nerves. Wow. She’d never have anticipated that.

      “Lily, we’ve only known each other a week.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      His fingers traced the curve of her thigh. “A very good week.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      He gave her a light pinch. “You aren’t making this any easier.”

      “Then get on with it.” You’re killing me here.

      “Right.” He cleared his throat again, then chuckled. “Only you could do this to me.”

      “Do what?”

      He leaned in until his nose lay alongside hers, nuzzling her. His breath warmed her mouth, but it was his eyes that captivated her. They were blazing, intense, so full of emotion that they stole her breath.

      “I told you I’d been married before.” His whole hand was rubbing up and down her thigh now. She wasn’t sure if he was trying to calm her or himself. “I— I don’t have the greatest track record with women. After my divorce…well, I figured all I was good for was work, and it was better to just leave relationships on the back burner. I dated, but I was never serious about a woman again.”

      Yeah, definitely not breathing. “And now?”

      “Now…” He sighed, closing his eyes. When they opened, she swore she could see wonder there. “Now I’ve found you. It wasn’t what I expected when I came to Black Wolf’s Bluff. It wasn’t what I expected for the rest of my life. But…I want you, Lily Easton. I want to be a part of your world. I want to learn everything about you. I want a relationship.” His fingers clenched around her thigh. “I’m too old to believe in love at first sight, but I knew the moment I saw you that there was something special ahead of me. I want to explore that. You and me. The future.”

      She placed her finger across his lips. He was right; it was too soon to mention love, even if she was pretty sure she was feeling it. When JD told her he loved her, she wanted to know he meant it with everything inside him. Until then, she could wait.

      She cleared her throat. “I want you too. And I definitely want to explore you”—she paused, watching heat flair in his eyes—“and me.”

      He laughed at her teasing.

      “But Black Wolf’s Bluff isn’t your home.”

      JD’s hand smoothed up her thigh, her arm, her shoulder until he could rest his hand on her cheek. “The resort will take a couple of years. I’m committed to being here for the full length of time. And I’ve decided to move my base of operations here. If…if you’re interested…”

      “Me?” She was tempted to make him sweat, but no. No more teasing. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she brought her body fully against his, pressing her breasts into his heavy chest muscles. “I think there’s nothing I’d like more.”

      JD slammed his eyes closed, relief causing his body to sag. A low laugh escaped her. She loved knowing she meant that much to him, that her answer had been so important. He was important to her too, and she wanted nothing more than to see where this thing between them went. Without a word, she tugged his head up from where it had come to rest in the crook of her shoulder, cupped his stubble-roughened cheek, and took his mouth on the next breath.

      JD opened to her, allowing her tongue inside, and she showed him exactly what she wanted from him in that moment—the thrust of his body into hers. As he took over, she prayed that the melding of their bodies would lead to something even better.

      The melding of their hearts.
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      Three months later

      

      Claire had never seen JD look more scared than the moment he walked through the door of Gimme Sugar right at closing. The temptation to laugh was there, but she bit it back. The poor man appeared as if he was fixing to pass out, and since he was picking up a very special order for a very special night with her friend Lily, Claire definitely wanted to avoid any fainting. Especially if he was already holding the cake she’d spent all day creating.

      “There you are!” she called as he walked through the front door. “All ready for the big night?”

      The dry sound in JD’s throat as he tried to swallow was distinctly heard as he approached the counter. “Yes, of course I’m ready.”

      “Then why do you look like a long-tailed cat in a roomful of rocking chairs?”

      He jerked to a stop, his head tilting as if in confusion. “How does a cat in that situation look?”

      The laugh couldn’t be held back any longer. “Pretty much just like you do right now.”

      JD grinned, the expression somewhat sheepish. The crater in his left cheek made an appearance, and Claire had to grab hold of the counter in front of her. She had no romantic interest in her best friend’s boyfriend whatsoever, but damn if that dimple wasn’t enough to make any woman’s knees go weak.

      “I guess I am nervous.”

      With good reason, but she knew for a fact that he needn’t be. Lily was head over heels for the man, had been for months. “It’s gonna be fine, I promise.”

      “Right.” He cleared his throat. “The cake?”

      Claire excused herself to walk back to the cooler. The four-layer Earl Grey and vanilla bean cake was stacked in two tiers, topped with Earl Grey buttercream, and filled with vanilla-bean ganache and homemade blackberry curd between each layer. She’d hand piped antique roses all over the cake, knowing Lily would love the look. She and JD had come up with the design and flavors together, and she’d baked the cake with every ounce of love she had for Lily and her soon-to-be partner. Now she placed the cake into a specialty box, and before closing it, Claire added the peach bow that matched the roses, into which was tied an antique diamond ring.

      A sigh escaped her. Lily was lucky. Not many women their age were able to start anew. Most of them were battered, scarred, and fucked over. Lily hadn’t been through a bad or abusive marriage, but she had scars just like everyone else. Her sweet friend deserved a man as good to her as JD was. She just prayed it lasted as long as she thought it would.

      Balancing the box carefully in her hands, she carried it out to the front of her shop. JD had regained some of his color, and when he saw the cake, his eyes lit with excitement. “How did it turn out?”

      “You tell me.” She set the box on the counter, then carefully lifted the lid.

      JD whistled. “Beautiful, Claire. We’re so lucky to have you for a friend.”

      “Of course you are.” She gave JD an impish smile. “And don’t you forget it.”

      JD laughed. “Oh, I won’t. Lincoln will be arriving in just a few days, and I have every intention of getting you two together. I want your food in our lodge and the restaurant. No one could do it better.”

      The name sent a tingle of warning through her, stiffening her spine. Lincoln Young, chef extraordinaire and bad boy of the New York restaurant scene, was coming here to Black Wolf’s Bluff. Damn it. The man was a grade-A asshole, had likely been born too big for his britches and definitely never outgrew it. How he managed to have a friend as nice as JD was beyond her.

      She didn’t want him in her town, much less her shop. She certainly didn’t want to remember the last time she’d been in Chef Lincoln Young’s presence.

      She tried to murmur something appropriate. Whatever nonsense she managed to get out of her mouth, JD seemed to accept it. Or maybe he was just eager to get the cake paid for and get it over to Lily’s. He was about to propose, after all. What man didn’t want to get on with that? Especially if he thought there would be sex afterward.

      She remembered sex fondly. Too bad she wasn’t getting any anytime soon. There weren’t that many opportunities in a town as small as theirs to jump new bones. JD was the latest addition to their minimal dating pool, and he’d been all about Lily from the minute he’d laid eyes on her.

      Of course, there’s about to be another addition, arriving in just a few days.

      Oh hell no. Lincoln Young might be the sexiest man to walk the earth—and she could testify to that—but no way would she let herself fall into the trap of being interested in him ever again. Wanting him. Hoping that maybe, at some point, he’d finally, truly see her in the sea of available females and want her too.

      The man had finally seen her, all right. And fucked her over good. He’d nearly ruined her career before it started. He had sent her running back to Black Wolf’s Bluff with her tail between her legs, dreams of an illustrious career in one of New York City’s prestigious restaurants up in smoke. If she had to see him again—and it didn’t look like she was going to get a choice—all she really wanted was revenge.

      And who knew? Maybe that would be even better than sex.
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      JD pulled up outside Lily’s house and turned the car off. The faint ticking of the engine filled the silence, keeping time with the pounding of his heart. If someone had asked him six months ago if he planned to ever get married again, his answer would have been a resounding hell no. And yet, here he was.

      He wanted to take his relationship with Lily to the next level. Hell, if she’d agree to a wedding tomorrow, he wouldn’t blink. He wanted total commitment with her, nothing held back, no reservations. He wanted everyone around them to know that Lily was his, that they belonged together. Hence the cake Claire had so lovingly made for her friend.

      A proposal.

      Damn, he was nervous.

      Linc had laughed at him earlier when he’d admitted it. Maybe every man was nervous when it came to proposals, no matter how sure he was of his girlfriend, but he didn’t remember being nervous with his first marriage. Of course, he didn’t remember feeling this way about his ex-wife, either. He and Lily were both older, wiser; what he felt for her was unlike any love he’d experienced before, ever. He’d heard people say before that a particular woman was “it” for them, and hadn’t understood it.

      Now he did. Lily was his “it.”

      From the corner of his eye he saw her front door open. Time to go. He stepped from the car, retrieved the cake, and moved up the steps, his body heating at the sight of her. “Evening, sweetheart.”

      “Good evening.” She opened the door fully, allowing him in. “Looks like you brought me a treat.”

      “I did.” He walked through to the kitchen and set the cake on the island. When he continued standing there, staring down at the box, Lily came up behind him and placed a warm hand on his back.

      “Everything okay?”

      Refusing to wait a second longer, he turned to her, scooping her up against him until their bodies melded together. Head tucked into the wild curls he adored so much, he whispered hoarsely, “You know I love you, right, sweetheart?”

      Damn, not romantic at all. But it was heartfelt. In the moments before she answered him, he thought his heart might burst out of his chest.

      “I know you do.” Tipping back, she cupped his face and raised it until their eyes met. “You might not have said the words, but every moment, every breath, every touch told me so.”

      He kissed her roughly, relief and love colliding inside him. When Lily opened her mouth and let him inside, lust was added to the mix.

      Finally Lily released him, laughing. “So is this why you brought me a treat from Claire?”

      “How did you know it was from Claire?” he asked, face buried in her cleavage.

      “Because of the box.”

      He grunted, pressing Lily’s hips forward to give his stiff cock some relief. “So…”

      Lily ground her pelvis against him. “So…what?”

      “So…how exactly do you feel? About me?”

      She eased back. JD forced his eyes open. When he stared into Lily’s, he found that same soft look she’d given him every time he saw her since the night he’d told her he wanted a future with her.

      “I love you.”

      JD groaned, relief coursing through him. He picked her up, clutching her to him, and spun her around.

      “JD!”

      That laugh was the best thing about his life. He loved giving her joy. He loved making her happy.

      He loved her.

      When he said it again, she brought her knees up to clutch at his hips, aligning their bodies perfectly. “I might have already known, but I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of hearing the words.”

      “Me either,” he agreed, setting her on her feet. “Come on.”

      Before he could drag her to the bedroom, Lily pulled back. “Wait a minute.”

      “What?”

      Her look was teasing. “You’re not the only one who brought a treat for tonight?”

      If his cock got any stiffer, he could pound nails. “No?”

      “No.” Lily reached for the tie of her robe. “I have one for you too.”

      Moving so slowly he thought he might go insane, Lily began stripping off the robe to reveal a sheer black nightgown that cupped her breasts tightly, then fell to her full hips. Beneath the gown he could see a pair of matching lace thong panties.

      “Did you wax?” The words sounded like he’d swallowed gravel. Of course she’d waxed. No way her pretty blonde curls wouldn’t show with panties that tiny.

      “Maybe.”

      He growled. “If you won’t tell me, I’ll just find out for myself.”

      “Oh really?” Lily prowled forward, her hips rolling in that way that tightened his cock till he could barely stand it. “You want to find out for yourself, huh?” Another couple of steps brought her right up against him. “I might just let you do that.”

      “You will.” A statement, not a question. Lily loved his fingers inside her. Of course she loved his tongue and his cock too. And he was more than happy to give them to her anytime she wanted them.

      Grasping the hem of her nightgown, he began a slow reveal that had his cock leaking in his slacks. When he made it past her waist, he let the fingers of his opposite hand slide down her smooth belly, past the lace waistband of her underwear, and down to the beginning curve of her mound.

      Which was bare.

      “Oh, Lily.”

      He was on his knees, mouth watering, in seconds. The lace yielded to his pull, sliding down her long legs until her bared skin was fully revealed.

      “JD!”

      He hadn’t even put his tongue on her and she was already crying out his name.

      She was already…

      He jerked his gaze up to find that Lily had opened the top of the specialty box Claire had used for the cake. At that angle, her gaze would fall directly on the top layer.

      Right where his ring waited.

      “JD.”

      He grinned, flashing the dimple she loved so much. “Okay, this wasn’t how I planned for things to go, but at least I’m in the right position. So…Lily…” Releasing her nightgown, he took first one hand, then the other. “Sweetheart, will you marry me?”

      She dropped to her knees in front of him, her arms going around his neck to clutch him tight, her sobs filling his ears. Her “yes, yes, yes!” was the most beautiful thing he’d ever heard. He kissed the word from her lips, and when she kissed him back, they both forgot about the cake for a long, long time.
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      He shattered her dreams ten years ago.

      

      Claire Taylor’s divorce left her determined to build a new life, and she hoped to do that in New York City. Studying under celebrity chef Lincoln Young at a prestigious pastry school, she couldn’t deny a strong attraction to him despite his obvious disapproval. When an unexpected kiss led to her blacklisting, she returned to Black Wolf’s Bluff with her tail between her legs.

      

      But not anymore. Now Claire is a successful baker who owns her main-street store and has a chance at expansion in the town’s new five-star resort—if she can accept working with the man who ruined her chances so long ago.

      

      She’s the woman he couldn’t forget.

      

      Years have passed since Lincoln last saw Claire, but she is still exquisite. And full of sass. Lincoln remembers that sass, just like he remembers her mouth, her curves, and those dark chocolate eyes he could easily drown in. The difference is, he’s no longer fighting what he feels for her. But until they face the consequences from the secrets in their past, any future they might have together will crumble.
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        Chapter One

      

      

      So how does it feel to be a coward?

      Claire glared at herself in the mirror, hating that she was calling herself names. Hating that she was right. She was too nervous to step out of the bathroom, because that would be the first in a short line of steps heading out of her apartment.

      And those steps led to confronting ghosts from the past. Or rather, someone who wouldn’t stay a ghost.

      Damn the man.

      “Claire!”

      She squeezed her eyes closed, blocking out her image, wishing she could block out her friend Erin’s voice as well. Why couldn’t she just stay here, hidden, and forget the outside world existed? This building, the one that held her bakery and apartment, was her haven, her sanctuary. Nothing outside these walls truly required her input, right?

      She opened her eyes, gaze locking with the dark eyes staring out from the mirror.

      Right. Hiding made her a coward. Got it.

      “Claire?” A sharp rap on the closed door told her the time for hiding was up. “You okay in there?”

      “Fine!” Okay, not fine, but what the hell. Was lying any worse than being a cowardly lion? Where was a wizard when she needed one? “I’ll be out in just a sec.”

      “Good. Want me to get the food ready to go?”

      Relief at the reprieve had her shoulders dropping from around her ears. “Please!”

      She was a chef; she never went anywhere, including a backyard barbecue, without gobs of food. Except this backyard barbecue was being held to celebrate her best friend Lily’s recent engagement to JD Lane—and the arrival in Black Wolf’s Bluff of JD’s best friend, Lincoln Young.

      The man who’d stolen Claire’s dream almost a decade ago.

      “All right, girl.” She stared down her reflection in the bathroom mirror. Chocolate, that’s what her eyes reminded her of. Her favorite dark chocolate ganache, rich and shiny, gleaming in the bright sunlight. She’d always loved chocolate, from the time she was a little girl. She’d worked hard since her divorce to establish an actual friendship with that face, those eyes, to make sure that her first ally was the one staring back at her from the mirror every day, first thing in the morning. She wouldn’t let Lincoln Young steal that from her. He’d stolen enough already.

      So no more of the word coward, okay?

      “Okay.” She smiled. It might not reach her eyes yet, but it would. She just had to keep working at it. Straightening her shoulders, she gave herself a wink. “Let’s go.”

      “Claire!”

      She rolled her eyes at her reflection. “Coming!”

      “Well get a move on, will ya?”

      Erin didn’t tolerate delays well. She was a general contractor, a good one, and she knew how to herd cats. Even if there was only one cat, and that cat was as reluctant as all get-out to leave the safety of her bathroom.

      Her friend was right, though. Claire gave her reflection a final survey, pleased that she looked damn good, forty years old or not. Minimal, effective makeup, curly hair bouncing around her shoulders—her favorite feature aside from her eyes—a light button-down and fitted skirt that showed off her curves. In her opinion it was impossible for a pastry chef to be stick-thin unless it was pure genetics—and her genetics laughed at stick-thin figures, so she was out of luck there. But she’d come to terms with her weight in the past few years—another benefit of age. Plus she had great legs. She might be short, but legs didn’t have to be long to be great. Hers were shown to advantage in the strappy berry-colored sandals that matched her shirt, the slightest heel perfect for walking on an uneven lawn while still giving her some lift. She couldn’t have chosen better armor for what was ahead.

      She was as ready as she’d ever be.

      A deep, full breath, then she grasped the doorknob and stepped out. Her apartment was small, a one-bedroom that fit above her bakery on Main Street in Black Wolf’s Bluff, and it took no more than a dozen steps to move from the bathroom to her tiny kitchen where Erin waited. Her friend sat at the miniscule bar, a glass of sweet tea sweating in front of her. Old-fashioned baked beans and fresh-baked sourdough, a bowl of coleslaw—the kind with mayo, not vinegar—and a carrel of cupcakes waited beside her.

      “’Bout time,” Erin groused. She stood from her stool, smoothing down her pants legs. Erin’s love of overalls was a religion, but at least today she’d traded denim for cool linen over a thin silk shirt, the outfit elegantly draping her tall, athletic frame. “What was taking so long?”

      “Just running late.” So it was a bit of a fib. No one else knew about her history with their new-in-town guest, and she wasn’t sure she was ready to share.

      The shrewd way Erin eyed her said she might be running out of time on that. “Something’s been off with you lately, and it isn’t just your timing.”

      Claire opened the fridge to grab the pan of strawberry-pretzel salad. That the move kept her from having to meet her friend’s eyes was a bonus. “Nothing is ‘off.’”

      “Yes, it is.” Erin’s stare dug into her as she crossed the kitchen to add the dessert to the pile. “What’s going on? Are you worried about the expansion?”

      “Absolutely not.” Total truth. She’d wanted to expand her bakery for years now, not just physically but pushing more into her art, adding more upscale pastries that the customer base here in her small hometown simply didn’t have an interest in and often couldn’t afford. The chance to add a second store in the upcoming Black Wolf Resort and feature her pastry skills in their top-notch restaurant would allow her to do exactly that. “I’m ready.”

      “For the expansion or to go to Lily’s?” Erin teased. She finished the final swallow of her tea on the walk over to the sink, than added the glass to the top rack of the dishwasher. “And we’re not going until you tell me what’s up.”

      “Wasn’t it you just nagging me about being late?”

      Erin shrugged, a smile teasing her mouth. “Being late will just draw more attention when we finally do arrive.”

      Claire blanched.

      Erin arched a brow. “I knew it was something about this barbecue that was getting to you. You’ve been like a cat on a hot tin roof since Lily started discussing it. What’s going on?” Moving closer, she gripped Claire’s bare arm softly, frowning down at her. “You know you can talk to me about anything, right?”

      She did know. The problem was, she wasn’t sure spilling her guts would help. But she also knew that look in Erin’s eyes; it meant she wasn’t getting out of here without some kind of explanation.

      Erin leaned back against the sink, crossing her arms over her chest. “You’re not intimidated by having a high-profile chef here, are you? Because you shouldn’t be. He might be from New York City”—Erin gave those three words the quirky cowboy accent from the Old El Paso commercials Claire remembered from the ’90s, making her snort—“but that doesn’t mean he’s better than you.”

      Lincoln did have more talent than she did, at least as a chef; she had enough self-awareness to acknowledge that. Heck, he had more talent than 95 percent of the food experts in the world. Lincoln Young hadn’t gotten where he was in the culinary world on looks and charm alone, although he had plenty of that to go along with his genius. When it came to pastry, though, that was a whole other deal. Creating desserts people melted over was her passion, and though pastry chefs like the ones she’d studied under during her time at the Institute of Culinary Education in New York City might top her, no way could Lincoln Young ever beat her in a pastry stand-off. She knew that from personal experience.

      Not that she’d tell Erin that.

      “No, he doesn’t intimidate me,” Claire assured her. Not a total lie. He didn’t intimidate her on a professional level, but on a personal one? She refused to think about that. “Lincoln will oversee the restaurant”—at least at first, since he had a Michelin-starred restaurant and a celebrity-chef career to manage elsewhere—“and that would make him somewhat my boss, but no, I don’t think he can fault me where my food is concerned.”

      Erin began gathering bowls and pans onto the small cart she’d brought to carry everything. “Good, because he shouldn’t. I know I’m no expert, but I’ve never tasted anything better than your food, Claire.”

      Erin had never been out of the South, so she’d never experienced the wonders of the New York food scene, but her friend’s words touched her heart. “Thank you, Erin.”

      Her phone buzzed in her skirt pocket, and Claire fished it out. Her heart took a nosedive as she read the text.

      Dinner is almost on the table and everyone is here. Where are you?

      “Is that Lily?” Erin asked as she finished transferring the last of the food.

      “No such luck.” Following behind her friend as she steered the cart toward the back door, Claire typed rapidly in response: Mama, I told you tonight is Lily and JD’s engagement party. I won’t be at family dinner tonight.

      Her mother’s response had her lips tightening before she thumbed her phone off and slid it back into her pocket.

      A knowing look sparked in Erin’s eyes. “Mom giving you a hard time again?”

      It would be funny if it wasn’t so painful. “Missing family dinner for time with my heathen friends?” Her eye roll shouted exactly what she thought of that label. No, her mother hadn’t said it exactly that way, but Claire read the subtext just fine. “Why would she give me a hard time about that?”

      Erin snorted. “We’re more fun anyway.”

      Her friend wasn’t wrong. Most family dinners were spent with her mother fawning over Claire’s brothers’ children and giving Claire disapproving looks anytime she discussed her business. According to her family, her place in the world was barefoot and pregnant while her husband “provided” for her and the brood of children she was obligated to provide in turn.

      Yeah, she’d tried that route. To say it hadn’t worked out was the understatement of the century.

      She moved around Erin and the cart to open the door, doing her best to ignore the ache behind her breastbone. “Y’all are definitely more fun,” she threw over her shoulder. “And you have alcohol.”

      “You know it!” Erin pushed her load onto the stair landing, then waited for Claire to lock up.

      Her friend’s response lightened Claire’s mood. She usually limited herself to two drinks at any gathering—she was definitely a lightweight when it came to alcohol—but she might have the first one quick when they got to Lily’s. Anything to ease the nerves that resumed with a vengeance as they maneuvered the cart down to the car and began to load the food into the back seat of Erin’s truck. She had little choice but to move forward if she wanted the opportunity at Black Wolf Resort, and that meant facing Lincoln Young head-on.

      Who knew? Maybe she’d get lucky and their time together so long ago would be lost amid the excitement and demands of the jet-setting life he’d lived for the last nine years. Surely he’d forgotten one shy little pastry-chef intern by now.

      Lincoln Young probably wouldn’t even recognize her.

      But as they began the short drive over to Lily’s house, she knew the likelihood of that happening was nil. She’d never been that lucky.
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