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End Zone—Book Two


 


High Rollers marketing director, Matt
Hudson, has had a thing for Kristen Beck for as long as he can remember. She
was the untouchable prom queen who was out of his league back in high school,
but the tables have turned. Since Matt was named one of cities most eligible
bachelors, he can have his pick of beautiful women. As soon as he sees a
magazine profile touting the success of a certain sexy event planner, he knows
he’s found the one he wants.


 


Ever since her magazine feature,
Kristen Beck has had more job offers than she knows what to do with, but when
her irreplaceable assistant demands a stress leave, Kristin knows she can’t
afford to take on any more projects. When one of the partners in the High
Rollers chain offers her a lucrative contract, she regretfully declines.


 


But she has no idea Matt Hudson isn’t
willing to take no for an answer.











Chapter One


 


As Matt Hudson stared at the glossy
magazine on his desk, he knew he’d found the answer to his prayers. Kristen
Beck. She had been the object of his adolescent fantasies, but high school
seemed like a lifetime ago. He wasn’t the same geeky kid who couldn’t get a
date with the prom queen even if he’d offered her an obscene amount of money.


Lasik eye surgery had replaced his thick
glasses. The best physical trainer in the state helped him gain six-pack abs he
was proud to sport while playing beach volleyball. The kid with two left feet
had grown up and found passion in taking extreme risks that would deem him
certifiable in most circles. His days of caring what other people thought of
him were over.


He’d come into his own and developed his
identity as a partner in the High Rollers chain. In one short week, he could
attend his high school reunion and silence the bullies who used to shove him
into lockers and steal his lunch money. He’d return with a smug smile, a Rolex,
a black Amex, and a limo parked at the curb.


According to entertainment magazines, he
was one of the most eligible bachelors in the country. Only one woman could
take him off the market: his fantasy girl. When he’d laid eyes on Kristen Beck
during his freshman year, he’d said to his friends, “I’m going to marry that
girl someday.” They laughed uproariously, but he knew the day would come when
he would get the last laugh.


Matt’s partner and company president, Jaxon
Davis, strolled into his office without knocking, which was par for the course.


“Most people know that a closed door means
knock, dumbass,” Matt said, glaring at him. “Unlike you, I work for a living.”
No one worked harder than Jaxon, but Matt enjoyed getting a reaction out of his
long-time friend.


“Whatever. I don’t have time for your B.S.
today. We need to talk about the anniversary party.” Jaxon sank into the guest
chair. “Have you hired an event planner yet?”


“Funny you should ask.” Matt tapped his
engraved silver pen against his lower lip. “I was just thinking about that.” Matt
slid the magazine across the desk. “What do you think of her?”


Jaxon’s eyes widened when he saw Kristen
wearing a short black dress, standing against a backdrop of orchids floating in
a multi-tiered waterfall. The picture had been taken last month at a political
fundraiser she’d planned. “Holy hell.” Jaxon picked up the magazine,
scrutinizing the photo. “That’s gotta be air-brushed, don’t you think? No woman
is that perfect.”


“Kristen Beck is.” If she wasn’t, she
wouldn’t have remained Matt’s fantasy.


“You know her?” Jaxon asked, looking
skeptical. “How?”


“We went to high school together.”


Jaxon laughed as he tossed the magazine on
the desk. “Which means she probably doesn’t even know you’re alive. No offense,
buddy, but I saw your yearbook pics, remember? You weren’t exactly a lady
killer.”


“Kristen and I were friends.” Okay, friends
might be a stretch, but he believed she would remember him. After all, he had
been the reason she passed calculus. If not for him, she would have been kicked
off the cheerleading squad, and according to her, her daddy would have taken
the keys to her car.


Kristen hadn’t been like all the other
cheerleaders. She was sweet. She paid attention when he tutored her instead of
rolling her eyes and popping her bubble gum before asking if he could just do
the work for her. He remembered exactly what she said as she planted an
enthusiastic kiss on his cheek. “If you ever need anything, Matt, just ask. I
owe you big time.” The time had finally come to collect.


“So you think she’ll agree to plan our
anniversary bash?” Jaxon scanned the headline proclaiming Kristen the state’s
premiere event planner. “My guess is she probably has more business than she
knows what to do with.”


“You might be right.” Matt raised a
shoulder. “But I can be pretty persuasive.” He hadn’t always been that way. A
decade of dating beautiful women had taught him how to play the game.


In college, he’d started to come in to his
own. When his father bought him a Porsche for his twenty-first birthday, he
realized what it would take to turn the head of a woman like Kristen: money and
lots of it. He’d always had family money, but unlike his younger brother, he
wasn’t satisfied to live off his trust fund. He wanted to make his own mark in
the world, and he had. High Rollers was a big mark, and he had been an integral
part of their success. He was the branding expert who’d turned High Rollers
into a household name. They had a high-end sports bar in every state across the
country.


“If you say so,” Jaxon said, standing.
“Have you offered her the job yet?”


“No, I’m gonna look her up online. I think
I’ll pass by her office instead of calling. Nothing like shock value working in
your favor, right?”


Jaxon laughed. “You said she hasn’t seen
you since high school? Yeah, she’ll be shocked all right. Good luck. Let me
know how it goes, okay?”


“Will do.”


 


***


 


Kristen tried to hold on to her patience as
her assistant dabbed her eyes with a balled-up tissue.


“I just need a little time to pull myself
together, Kristen. This breakup with Ben really hit me hard. I was so sure he
was the one, ya know?”


Kristen tried to refrain from rolling her
eyes. Shell was brilliant and creative, but she’d been looking for the one
for most of her forty-nine years. She kept picking one loser after another, convinced
each and every time that she’d found the man of her dreams. After four years of
working together, Kristen had gotten a little tired of her front row seat to
the horror show known as Shell’s love life. She suspected part of the reason
she didn’t date much was because she was afraid of ending up like Shell.


“I’d love to be able to give you a little
time, Shell, but you know we’re booked straight through the holidays. I need
you.”


Shell sniffed delicately. “You know the
last thing I’d want to do is let you down. You’ve been like a sister to me, but
I have to put myself first for once. I need this time away.”


Kristen took a deep breath. Shell was the
glue that held her business together. She couldn’t afford to lose her
permanently. “How much time are we talking about?”


“My mother’s not using her condo in Florida
right now. I think I’ll go there for a month, regroup, try to figure out where
to go from here.”


Kristen rubbed her temples, wishing she was
the type to down a stiff drink or two in the middle of the day. Given her
mother’s history with alcohol, Kristen was careful about not using it as a
crutch. “A stress leave, that’s what you called it?” Not that the label
mattered. The bottom line was that she was losing her right hand for at least a
month.


Given how flighty Shell was, she could very
well go to Florida and find the next love of her life. She’d stay there a few
months, or however long it took for her to become too clingy and sabotage the
new relationship. Then she’d come back claiming she needed a diversion, like
work, to get back on track. They’d been down that road before. Given how long
it would take her to train someone new, Kristen’s hands were tied. She’d have
to find a way to survive without Shell for the next four weeks—or longer, if it
came to that.


“You know I hate to do this to you, hon,”
Shell said, pouting until her collagen-infused lower lip looked as if it might
join her chin. “I know how busy we are, but I’d be useless to you if I stayed.”
She waved a manicured hand in front of her face. “You know how I get all weepy
after a breakup.”


Not to mention whiny. Like the world is coming to an end. “I hate to lose you,
Shell, especially now.” Kristen sank back in her chair, wishing she had it in
her to threaten or at the very least cajole. She’d never been a hard-nosed
boss, and she didn’t have the energy for another pep talk. Maybe Shell leaving
until she was over her broken heart was best for both of them.


“Consider two of the four weeks my paid
vacation, and don’t even worry about paying me for the other two weeks,” Shell
said. “I’ll get by without a paycheck.”


Of course you will, living at your mother’s beachfront penthouse rent-free. Tough
life. Kristen hadn’t taken a vacation in the six years since she’d started
her business. The odds of her taking one with an emotionally unstable assistant
like Shell were lessening by the second. Her mother and stepfather were
hounding her to join them for skiing in Vermont over the holidays, but that was
her busiest season. She’d probably have a frozen TV dinner in front of her
broken gas fireplace on Christmas day again. Not that she was feeling sorry for
herself… much.


“What can I say, Shell?” Kristen pulled her
hair free of her ponytail when her head started to ache. “You’re a grown woman.
I can’t force you to stay here. I can threaten to fire your ass, but we both
know I’d just be blowing smoke. With the holiday season right around the
corner, I need you.”


With a wide smile, Shell stood, smoothing
her tight gray skirt. “You’re a doll.” She blew Kristen kisses as she backed
out the door. “I’ll text you to let you know I got there safely.”


“Please do,” Kristen muttered, turning to
face her monitor. She had a few hours of work to do before she could even think
about calling it a day, maybe more after Shell’s little announcement.


“Oh, excuse me,” said a deep male voice
Kristen could have sworn she recognized.


Her head snapped up, and her eyes locked
with a hauntingly familiar gaze. She searched her memory to try to place him.
She prayed he wasn’t some forgettable date from a lifetime ago trying to coax
her into giving him another chance.


The man’s hands were around Shell’s waist.
She’d obviously bumped into him when she was backing out of the room, and she
seemed in no hurry to extricate herself from the handsome stranger’s grasp.
Recognizing that he could be a potential client, Kristen shot her employee a
warning glare, which Shell predictably ignored. As soon as a handsome man
entered the room, Shell couldn’t focus on anything or anyone else. He dropped
his hands to his sides and stepped back.


Standing, Kristen offered him an apologetic
smile. “I’m sorry, were you looking for someone?”


“I think I’ve found her.” He gave her a
quick once-over before a slow smile revealed straight white teeth. “The years
have been good to you, Kristen.”


She could have sworn her heart skipped a
beat. How did she know him? More importantly, why was her body responding as
though she’d known him intimately? She’d only been intimate with two men: her
former fiancée, the lawyer who occupied the office down the hall, and her
college boyfriend. Whenever Shell claimed that was just sad, Kristen claimed
her career took all of her time. That was true, but she had to admit it was
kind of sad.


“You don’t recognize me, do you?” he asked.


His smile morphed into a full-on grin, and
Kristen had to reach for her desk to avoid being bowled over by the power of
their sexual chemistry. “No, uh, should I?”


“No.” He slid a hand into the pocket of his
dress pants and propped a shoulder against the doorframe. “In fact, I might
have been a little offended if you had recognized me.”


Getting more confused by the minute,
Kristen noticed Shell was still in the room. “Don’t you have to go home and
pack, Shell?” Kristen tried to ignore the thrill bumps rising on her skin.
Thankfully, she was wearing a black turtleneck and black skinny pants, so he
wouldn’t notice them.


“I guess so,” she said, sighing
dramatically. “I always miss the good stuff.”


“Good-bye,” Kristen said firmly. She waited
until Shell had slipped past her guest and out the door before she lowered into
her chair. “I’m sorry about that. Shell has quite a flair for dramatics, but
she’s a creative genius.”


“I’ve heard you’re the genius behind this
operation,” he said, casting a quick glance around her spacious, well-appointed
office.


Since she often met clients in her office,
she’d gone to the expense of leasing space in an upscale building and taking
months to painstakingly select every accessory. “That’s nice of you to say. Do
you mind if I ask how you heard about us?” Then she remembered he’d spoken of
their past. She watched him move through the room as if he belonged there. He
admired her accessories and art before moving to the bank of windows that
overlooked the city. “I’m sorry, do you mind filling in the blanks for me? You
said we know each other, but I honestly can’t remember—”


“High school.” He looked more amused than
offended. “Matt Hudson. I tutored you in calculus.”


Kristen shook her head in disbelief. She
remembered Matt Hudson, the sweet, shy, geeky guy who’d tried to hide the fact
that he had a crush on her. That kid had a bad complexion, wore thick glasses,
had braces, and looked as though he could use one of her mother’s famous pulled
pork sandwiches. “No. No way.”


Matt threw his head back and laughed, and
she felt heat pooling in her belly. She had never heard a sexier sound, though
she knew he didn’t intend it to be.


“Would you like to see my driver’s
license?” he asked.


She did want to see some evidence, but that
would be ridiculous. He had no reason to lie to her about who he was. “That
won’t be necessary, Matt.” She smiled to ease the awkwardness. “Please, have a
seat and tell me why you’re here. I know you didn’t just decide to look me up
after all this time.”


“You’re right, I’m here for a reason.”


“Let’s hear it.” She pointed to the chair
across from her. She tried to quash her disappointment that he had an ulterior
motive for stopping by. Of course he did. Men didn’t look up their high school
crushes after fifteen years, especially men who’d morphed into sex gods.


He walked toward the guest chair and
unbuttoned his black blazer before sitting. “Have you heard of High Rollers?”


Kristen caught herself staring at the black
hair peeking out from the top of his white button-down shirt and prayed he
hadn’t caught her gawking. “Of course, who hasn’t?” Trying to appear
professional to hide her completely inappropriate reaction to him, she laced
her fingers on the desk top and offered a cool smile.


“I’m part owner. My partners and I are
celebrating—” He paused, chuckling when her mouth dropped open.


Recognizing her faux pas, she quickly
snapped her mouth shut. “I’m sorry, did you just say you’re a partner in High
Rollers?” She knew the popular chain was owned by six friends, but the only one
she knew of was a professional baseball player whose name escaped her.


“Don’t look so surprised. I’m not the first
geek to do big things after high school.”


“I didn’t mean… I mean, I just never
thought…” She was usually so calm and collected. What was it about Matt that
turned her into a bumbling idiot? “I’m sorry, you were telling me about High
Rollers. Please go on.” Before I crawl under the desk and hide until you’re
forced to leave or call fire and rescue to drag me out.


“We’re celebrating our ten-year anniversary
next month, and I was hoping you could help us plan the party to end all
parties.”


She leaned in, trying to figure out whether
he’d had cosmetic surgery. A man couldn’t go from painfully awkward to
model-perfect in less than two decades without a little help from a skilled
surgeon.


“You look like you want to ask me
something,” he said, casually crossing one leg over the other. “Don’t be shy.”


Why did he look so collected while she felt
as though someone had plucked her from her orderly world and dropped her on
another planet? “No… uh, I mean yes.” She should ask him something if
only to draw attention away from the fact that she was staring at him as if
he’d sprouted a third head. “Tell me what kind of party you had in mind.” She
couldn’t take on the assignment though, not since Shell had left her high and
dry. Damn her. Kristen had to admit she wouldn’t mind working alongside
Matt Hudson.


“Well, High Rollers is a sports bar, but
it’s not a typical beer-and-wings place. We’ll want a classier party since we
attract a more upscale crowd: athletes, businessmen who can afford season
tickets, retired players, coaches, that kind of thing. Some of the guys just
love to come in and waste the day away talking about their glory days with
people who appreciate the fact they once had the talent to go all the way to
the big leagues.”


Kristen frowned. “That sounds kind of sad.
Why don’t they move on and do something productive instead of sitting in a bar
all day moping ‘cause they’re not twenty-one anymore?”


Matt laughed. “Hey, those guys are my bread
and butter.”


“You said guys. Your patrons are mostly
men, I take it? What’s the split? 80/20?”


“I’d say that’s about right,” he said,
nodding. “We get a few women who are true sports fans, but the majority are
just hoping to score with the professional athletes who hang out there.”


Kristen raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like you
have a high opinion of the opposite sex.”


“Can you blame me?” he asked, matching her
challenge. “I’ve seen enough women chasing dates to know that they want a man
with good looks and money. I may have acquired both, but I’m still the same guy
I was in high school. Most women don’t care to find out who that man is.”


The note of sadness in his voice made her
want to comfort him, though she couldn’t say why. She wasn’t the nurturing
type. That was her mother’s role. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hit a nerve.”


“Do you know what I remember most about
you?” His eyes settled on her full lips before meeting her gaze again. “It’s
not that you were the most beautiful girl I’d ever laid eyes on, though you
were and still are…” He smiled. “It’s the fact that you talked to me. You
listened. You laughed at my jokes and asked me about my day. No one else ever
did that.” He shrugged as though it didn’t matter, but she could tell thinking
about how lonely he’d been back then still hurt him. “I had a few friends, but
they were all just like me, trying to get through the day without getting beat
up.”


“If you don’t mind my asking, what sparked
this transformation? It’s incredible, to say the least.”


“I got tired of everyone thinking they were
better than me just because of how I looked. I didn’t change for them.” His jaw
hardened with determination. “I did it for me because I knew the reflection I
saw in the mirror wasn’t the real me.”


Kristen tried to imagine what he must have
gone through in high school. While she’d never been one to engage in bullying
or name-calling, she had been friends with the “popular crowd” that shunned
Matt and his friends. With the benefit of years and life experience, she was
ashamed to have associated with people who made other people feel bad about
themselves. But that was high school.


“The reunion,” she said, thinking about the
embossed invitation in her drawer. “Are you going?”


“Maybe.”


She smiled. “I would think you’d have been
the first one to R.S.V.P. Given where you are now, don’t you want to rub their
noses in it just a little?”


Matt chuckled. “I can’t say the thought
hasn’t crossed my mind, but honestly, I don’t care what anyone thinks anymore.
I had to leave all of that behind me when I decided to reshape my life and
figure out who I am, not who everyone thinks I should be.”


Kristen couldn’t remember the last time
she’d met a man as confident as the new Matt Hudson, and it was
undeniably appealing. “Tell me about who you are now. I know you’re a partner
in High Rollers. What else do I need to know about you?” She cringed when she
realized she sounded like an interrogator. He didn’t owe her any explanations,
not that she wouldn’t love to know everything about the man hiding beneath the
designer suit. “I’m sorry, I’d love to hear about what you’ve been up to since
high school, but only if you feel like sharing.”


“What can I tell you?” he asked, spreading
his hands. “I’m divorced—”


“You are?” She didn’t know why her gut
clenched. “What was your wife like?”


“She was a model.”


“I see.” There was no logical reason why
that should make her feel inferior. Matt had come to ask her about a job, not a
date. He wasn’t comparing her to his ex. “What happened?” She wanted to clamp
her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry, you don’t have to answer that. Forget I
asked.”


“I don’t mind.” He shrugged as though he
was talking about poor weather ruining his tropical vacation instead of the end
of his marriage. “We got married for all the wrong reasons.”


She was dying to ask him to elaborate, but
that would be in poor taste. “I’m sorry things didn’t work out for you.”


“I’m not. It was a learning experience. Now
I know what I’m looking for and what I’m not looking for in a partner.”


“So you would get married again?”


“Sure. Why not? I’m not going to let one
bad experience shape my life.”


She admired his tenacity. After her
experience with her ex-fiancé, she’d subconsciously sworn off men. “Good for
you.” Her cell phone buzzed, alerting her to a text from one of her clients.
For the first time in a long time, she didn’t even consider dropping everything
to respond right away. She could deal with her client later. She was having fun
getting to know Matt Hudson all over again.


“How about you?” he asked, lacing his hands
over his flat stomach. “Married? Kids?”


“No and no.”


He flashed that heart-stopping grin, and
she had to pinch her thighs together. “I guess I’m supposed to say that’s too
bad, but I’d be lying.”


Kristen smiled. She was used to men who
played games and said everything except what they were thinking. “I was engaged
once.” She didn’t want him to think no one had wanted her. “But it didn’t work
out.”


“I guess we’re both losers in love.” He
smirked. “Welcome to the club.”


“Thanks… I think.”


“So, about this anniversary party. Can you
help me out?”


“I wish I could.” Kristen cursed her
assistant. She’d never wanted to accept a job more. “But I can’t. My assistant
just left for an extended vacation, and I’m swamped through February.”


“That’s too bad.”


He looked genuinely disappointed, and she
wished she could rearrange her schedule to accommodate him. Short of cloning
herself, there was no way it would happen. “Yeah, it is.”


He got to his feet and buttoned his blazer
before offering his hand. “I’m still glad I stopped by. It was great to see you
again, Kristen.”


“You too.” That was an understatement. She
suspected she would fall asleep thinking about their meeting.


“Are you going to the reunion?”


“Um…” She wasn’t planning on it, but the
idea of not seeing him again left her with a bitter taste in her mouth. “I’m
not sure.”


“I’ll make you a deal. If you go, I’ll go.
If I can suffer through it, you can too.”


He wasn’t asking her to go as his date.
Why? Not that she was interested in dating him. Much. She didn’t want to appear
too eager, even though she knew that was the only Friday she had free that
month. “I might be able to swing it.”


“Cool.” He reached into his pocket. He
handed her a gold embossed business card. “My cell number is on there. You can
text or email me if you think you’ll be able to make it.”


She wanted to ask if he’d already asked a
date and that was why he wasn’t inviting her to escort him. “I guess it could
be fun.” Only if he saved every dance for her.


“For you maybe,” he said, smiling. “For me,
it’ll be a trip back to hell. But I’m willing to hold my feet to the fire just
to see the look on their faces when I walk in looking so different from the
skinny little kid they remember.”


Kristen wanted to suggest he may get the
full effect only if she walked in on his arm, but she wasn’t presumptuous
enough to assume he was still interested in her. Her eyes roamed his body. What
she wouldn’t give to find out what lay beneath that well-cut suit.


“Take care, Kristen. I hope to see you at
the reunion.”


She could pretty much guarantee he would.
She just had to find some time to shop for the sexiest dress and shoes she could
find. The next time she saw Matt, he would be the one catching flies with his
open mouth.











Chapter Two


 


Matt knew inviting Kristen to be his
date to the reunion would have been the polite thing to do, but he’d spent four
years with a painfully obvious crush on her. He intended to play his cards a
little closer to the vest.


He’d taken a limo to the reunion so he
could indulge in a few drinks, not for the effect of pulling up with a
uniformed driver. He wanted to believe he was too mature to be so petty, but
the kid who begged to be home-schooled was still buried deep inside of him,
demanding he exact revenge on everyone who’d ever wronged him. He laughed as an
image from the movie Carrie popped into his head. He really needed to
put those years behind him once and for all.


As the car pulled to a stop at the curb, he
resisted the urge to jump out. He waited patiently for Lawrence to open his
door so he could make a distinguished exit. He often used Lawrence’s services
when he was attending an important event, but he’d always had a beautiful woman
on his arm. As nice as it would have been to have a companion, someone to
remind him of how far he’d come, he wouldn’t risk being seen with another woman
while he still believed the night could end with Kristen in his arms.


The attraction between them was obviously
mutual, but she seemed hesitant to get involved. She mentioned an ex-fiancé,
and he wondered if he might have to do with the reason she was gun-shy. He
could understand that. He’d needed time before he was ready to date again after
his divorce, but he’d be damned if he’d let Kristen paint him with the same
brush as the guy who’d broken her heart. He wasn’t proud of the way he’d
treated all the women he took to bed, but he’d always treated Kristen with
admiration and respect. He intended to remind her of that.


“Have a good evening, sir,” Lawrence said,
tipping his hat. “Just call or text when you’re ready.”


Looking up at the hotel hosting the event,
Matt grimaced. Why did he feel the need to prove himself to a bunch of people
who’d made it their mission to make his life miserable? “I have a feeling it’ll
be an early night.”


“No problem,” he said, grinning. “I brought
my iPad. Thought I’d park nearby in case you wanted to bail early.”


Matt had known Lawrence a long time. When
he’d called to book him for the night, he confided that he wasn’t looking
forward to attending his high school reunion. “Thanks, man.” Matt slapped
Lawrence on the back as he stepped up on the curb. “I appreciate that.”


Matt entered the imposing old hotel,
begrudgingly admitting the planning committee had chosen the perfect place to
host the festivities. Although he’d grown up going to more benefits and galas
than he could count, he still hated walking into a social gathering alone. It
made him feel alone and vulnerable. He wore his designer suit and diamond
jewelry as a shield, making the world believe he was comfortable enough to draw
attention to himself instead of sinking into the background, but nights like
this brought his life full circle.


The woman sitting at the registration table
looked up to greet him. Her eyes raked over him from head to toe, and he had a
sense of how beautiful women must feel when sleazy men ogle them.


“Hi,” he said, trying to hide his disdain.
“Matt Hudson.” He glanced at the clipboard in her hand, trying to remember
whether he’d asked his assistant to RSVP on his behalf. He hoped so. Otherwise
the event would be even more embarrassing than he’d feared.


Her shrill laughter ran out over the low
din of voices. “I remember Matt Hudson, and you’re definitely not him!”


“Would you like to see my driver’s
license?” He patted the breast pocket of his Armani suit. He had a feeling he’d
have to produce proof of his identity more than once.


“I had the same reaction when I saw him,”
Kristen said, walking up behind him and slipping her arm through Matt’s as
though they belonged together. “But I can assure you, it’s him.”


Matt’s gaze traveled over Kristen, and he
swallowed to coat his dry throat. Her tight black strapless dress looked as
though it was made for her. No other woman could do it justice.


“Glad you could make it,” he murmured,
admiring the sapphire pendant nestled between her full breasts. “The evening
wouldn’t have been nearly as fun without you.”


The woman at the table, who Matt recognized
as one of the girls from Kristen’s cheerleading squad, looked back and forth
between them. “You guys are a couple? Since when?” She frowned at Kristen.
“Last I heard you were engaged to—”


Kristen’s hand curled around Matt’s bicep
as she flashed a quick smile. “You know how it is, Molly. It takes some of us a
while to realize we’re wasting our time with the wrong guy.”


Matt could tell how much it cost Kristen to
pretend her broken engagement meant nothing. He was anxious to extricate her
from the awkward conversation. “It was nice to see you again, Molly.”


As he steered Kristen away from the table,
Molly said, “Wait, you forgot your name tags.”


Matt would have preferred to go incognito,
but that would be tough with the most popular girl in their graduating class on
his arm. Of course everyone would want to catch up with Kristen.


After they’d secured their nametags,
Kristen muttered, “Well, that was awkward, wasn’t it?”


“Does it bother you, having to explain
about your ex?” He grabbed two champagne flutes from a passing waiter’s tray.


“Probably more than it should.” She
accepted the glass with a grateful smile as she scanned the crowded room. “I
hate to admit failure, and that relationship was the definition of the word.”


“I hope that doesn’t mean you think all men
are the same,” he said, his hand sliding to the small of her back when a rowdy
foursome got a little too close. Matt scowled at them. “Isn’t it a little too
early to be that trashed?”


Kristen laughed, looking uneasy. “I thought
about knocking back a few before I came.”


He noticed how nervous she seemed, though
he couldn’t imagine why. It wasn’t as if she was trying to forget classmates
who made her life miserable for four long years. “Are you okay? You seem a
little uptight.”


“Damn,” she whispered, turning her back to
the band onstage. “I thought he would have the good sense to take my advice.”


“Who?”


“My ex is here.”


Matt scanned the crowd, looking for someone
whose attention might be fixed on Kristen. It didn’t take him long to find the
man in question. He stood next to a girl Matt recognized from their senior
class, sipping a beer. “Is that him with…” He couldn’t think of the girl’s
name, but she was definitely part of Kristen’s group of friends.


“Gale? Yeah, that’s him.”


“What’s he doing here?”


She sighed before sneaking a peek over her
shoulder. Her eyes locked with her former fiancé’s before she turned around.
“Gale’s the one who introduced us. I was selling my condo, and I needed a
lawyer to handle the transaction. She suggested Robert. The rest, as they say,
is history.”


He wanted to ask her to elaborate, but she
would tell him when and if she was ready. It always angered him when people he
barely knew asked him why he wasn’t married, didn’t have kids, or what had
happened to end his marriage. “If you want to bail…” He didn’t need her to ask
twice. He was already regretting attending, especially since Kristen’s ex would
be watching their every move.


“No.” She closed her eyes as she took
another sip of champagne. “I’m not going to let him think he chased me away.”


“Did you know he would be here?”


“He mentioned something about it when we
got stuck in the elevator together.”


“Excuse me?” Matt asked, gripping his
glass.


“We work in the same office building.”
Kristen made a face that reminded him of the one and only time he’d tasted
octopus. “Across the hall, in fact.”


“Seriously? That must be awkward.” If Matt
and Kristen became seriously involved, he would hate that set up.


“You have no idea.” She tossed back the
rest of her champagne.


Matt reached for her empty glass and set it
on a nearby table. “Ever think about moving?”


“Only every time I see him.”


“I take it you’re the one who ended the
relationship?” Matt couldn’t imagine a man in his right mind breaking up with
Kristen.


“Yeah, when he gave me no other choice.”


“What does that mean?” He was being pushy,
but he couldn’t help himself. He needed to know if she had any residual
feelings for the man who was clearly still in love with her. The ex had barely
taken his eyes off Kristen.


“I’d rather not get into that tonight,” she
said, touching his arm. “Can we talk about something else?”


The last thing he wanted was to make her
uncomfortable. “Sure. You pick the topic.”


She reached for another glass of champagne,
quietly thanking the waiter. “I don’t usually drink.” She looked into the glass
of bubbly. “It’s too easy for one to lead to another and before you know it…”
She shrugged. “You say or do something you shouldn’t and have to deal with the
consequences.”


Matt had seen alcohol lead to bad decisions
too many times in his line of work, which was the reason he rarely
over-indulged. He sensed Kristen wasn’t talking about mistakes she’d made. More
than anything, he wanted to get to know the girl who’d seemed so out of reach
in high school. He believed the reason he’d never forgotten Kristen after all
these years was because she was one of the first women to teach him some people
could look beneath the surface and get to know him for the man he was on the
inside.


“You look like you’re a million miles
away,” Kristen said, her eyes softening from the champagne.


“I was just thinking about how sweet you
were to me in high school.” He looked at her and saw beneath the fancy dress
and flawless makeup to the fresh-faced teenager whose image kept him awake at
night. “You were my fantasy girl, you know.”


Kristen blushed and dipped her head.
“Funny, I was just thinking you’ve evolved into every woman’s fantasy.” A blush
spread from her chest to her cheeks. “I didn’t just say that out loud, did I?”


He threw his head back and laughed, drawing
attention from people whose names he couldn’t even remember. He once would have
shrunk into a corner so as not to draw attention to himself, but those days
were over. “I love that you think so.” He settled her cheek in his hand,
coaxing her to look him in the eye. Matt saw her chest rising and falling with
every breath. “Have I told you lately that I think you’re stunning?”


“I think it’s been about fifteen years,”
she whispered.


“Then it’s been fifteen years too long.” He
moved in closer, not caring that her ex was a spectator. “You’re stunning.”


Had they been anywhere else, he wouldn’t
have hesitated to kiss her. He didn’t care about onlookers, but Kristen might
abhor public displays of affection. He couldn’t risk alienating her when they’d
barely scratched the surface of their intense attraction.


“I want this to be the night we never had
in high school,” he said, lowering his head and speaking softly so only she
could hear him.


“I want that too.”


 


***


 


Kristen couldn’t remember the last time
she’d been out with a man who made her feel the way Matt did. Maybe the
champagne was helping her relax, but she suspected her comfort had more to do with
the company than the alcohol. He was charming and attentive, sexy and funny.
Had she known he was the complete package back in high school, she would have
been the one to ask him to prom.


“What are you thinking about?” he whispered
in her ear.


They’d been slow dancing to nearly every
song, and she loved the way she fit so perfectly in his arms. The rest of the
crowd, including Robert, ceased to exist as she languished in the intimate
bubble they’d created.


“I was thinking this is nice,” she
admitted.


Opening up to a man on a first date was new
to Kristen. Not that that night was really a date. He hadn’t asked her to join
him. They were simply two people attending the same event.


“I was thinking the same thing,” he said,
leaning back just enough to look her in the eye. “Maybe we should think about
doing it again sometime.”


He was the perfect mix of interested
without being too eager. He was confident in his own skin, and he knew he
didn’t have to beg a woman to see him again. Probably because he had women
lining up and begging him to take them out.


Pushing that unsettling thought aside,
Kristen said, “I wish I had more time to date.” For the first time, she wished
she was free every night so she could spend more time getting to know Matt.


“You could always make the most of the time
you do have. With me.”


The way he said that sounded delicious and
naughty, as though he would enjoy doing things to her that she would never
forget. “Is it getting hot in here?” She laughed nervously.


“No,” he said, with a straight face. “It’s
just you.”


“Thanks a lot,” she said, slapping his
shoulder playfully. She remembered how they’d always enjoyed easy banter. She
couldn’t help but feel guilty she hadn’t recognized his unique qualities back
in school. She’d just thought of him as a nice guy who helped her pass
calculus. Now she realized how rare it was to find a nice guy who knew how to
treat a lady.


“Are you getting hungry?” He nodded toward
the appetizer table in the middle of the room.


“I could eat,” she said, grateful the knot
of tension in her belly had eased since she’d first spotted Robert.


“You do realize he’s barely taken his eyes
off you all night, don’t you?” Matt asked, settling his arm around her waist to
lead her off the dance floor.


She noticed Robert sitting in a corner
sulking. Gale was dancing with a guy she’d had a crush on their senior year,
and Robert looked as though he’d rather be sitting in the electric chair.


“I suppose I should feel sorry for him,”
Kristen said. “But I don’t.”


Matt chuckled. “I guess I should feel
relieved to know he’s not the competition.”


Kristen elbowed his ribs as his words
wrapped around her like a warm blanket. He was interested in her, and she was
more than happy to feed that interest. “I have a feeling a guy like you doesn’t
have to worry about competition very often.”


He handed her a small white plate and took
one for himself before gesturing for her to lead him to the small line of
people waiting for appetizers. “I try not to put myself in the position of
having to compete for a woman. I don’t need that kind of stress.”


Kristen didn’t know whether she should be
flattered or offended. “I guess your work can be stressful, hmmm?” She filled
her plate with a selection of cold appetizers.


“It can be, but for the most part, it’s a
lot of fun. I love what I do, and I know most people can’t say that, so you
won’t hear me complaining about the occasional bad day.”


For the most part, Kristen felt the same
way about her career. “You seem like a pretty positive person.” That was one of
the qualities she found most attractive in a man.


“What the hell have I got to complain
about?” he asked, grinning. “I’ve got a career I love, good friends, a great
family, money in the bank, a nice house. Not to mention the fact I get to
travel and do all of the things I love in my down time.”


Kristen thought his life sounded pretty
perfect, and she wondered what it would be like to be a part of it. “Do you get
a lot of down time?”


“Enough.” He shrugged. He led her back to
their assigned table. They hadn’t been seated together, but since neither of
them had brought a date, she invited him to be the plus one at her table. “I
usually go into our corporate office Monday through Friday and pass by the bar
on the weekends, just to check in.”


“You work seven days a week?” Kristen
asked, feeling a little less guilty about the hours she kept.


“If you can call hanging out at the bar
work.” He smiled as he held her chair out for her. “Personally, I can’t. It’s
more about getting together with the boys for a beer at a place we love. We
built High Rollers because we wanted sports fanatics like us to have a
comfortable place to hang out and eat something other than pretzels while
drinking something better than draft beer.”


“I should stop by and check it out some
time.” She would make sure it was a Saturday night, when he was more likely to
be there.


“Anytime you feel like it,” he said,
winking. “The drinks are on the house.”


“I bet you say that to all the girls.”


“Only the pretty ones.” He reached for the
bottle of white wine in the middle of the table and filled their glasses.


He was too good-looking. Too rich. Too
smart. Too sweet. Too driven. Too successful. There had to be something wrong
with him, but for the life of her, she couldn’t figure out what it was.


“Do you want kids?” she blurted out. If he
didn’t, that may be the out she was looking for. It’s not that she wasn’t
looking for the perfect guy, but she was afraid of finding him. When she did,
she would have to risk her heart again, and after what happened with Robert, that
was a frightening prospect.


Matt choked on his wine, coughing to clear
his throat before he said, “Excuse me?”


Trying to pretend she didn’t wish she could
retract the question, Kristen reached for her wine glass. “Kids, do you want
them?”


“Uh, someday, I guess. You?”


“Someday. Maybe after I’ve been married a
few years.”


“Sounds like a good plan,” he said, giving
her a wry smile. He noticed the place card to his left. “Is your ex’s last name
Channing?”


“Yeah, why?”


“I believe he’s supposed to be sitting next
to me.” He held up the manila card. “You want me to toss it while no one’s
looking?”


Before she could respond, Gale and Robert
approached their table.


“They tell us we’re sitting with you guys,”
Gale said, holding a hand out to Kristen. “That’ll give us a chance to catch
up.”


Kristen squeezed her friend’s hand. She
didn’t blame her for bringing Robert. Kristen was certain he’d cajoled the poor
woman into submission. He was a criminal lawyer, after all. “It’s nice to see
you, Gale.” She glanced at her ex. “Robert,” she said, inclining her head.


Gale’s eyes drifted to Matt’s nametag. “Oh
my God, I never would have recognized you, Matt. How’ve you been?”


Matt had also tutored Gale back in the day,
if Kristen’s memory served, though she couldn’t remember a single conversation
they’d had about him. They were too busy gushing over football players. Matt
was just the brainy guy who tutored them. What a difference more than a decade
made. Kristen couldn’t even remember the name of the jocks who used to hold her
attention.


“I’ve been good,” he said, standing to
offer Gale his hand.


His manners are impeccable. Kristen realized he would be at home dining in five-star
restaurants or attending one of the many political fundraising galas she
planned.


“You?” Matt asked.


“I can’t complain.” Gale tossed a glance
over her shoulder before an awkward silence shrouded the table. “This is my…
uh… friend, Robert Channing. Robert, Matt Hudson.”


Kristen cringed when Robert gave Matt a
cursory glance before dismissing him without a word.


Obviously trying to break the silence, Gale
said, “What do you do, Matt?” She held up her hand. “Wait, let me guess.
Engineer? Professor? Accountant?”


Matt chuckled and settled a warm hand on
Kristen’s shoulder. “No, no, and no. I’m the marketing director for High
Rollers, a chain of sports bars.”


Knowing he would be too modest to tell them
the whole story, Kristen piped in, “And part owner. Matt and his friends
founded the chain.” She couldn’t contain her smug smile when she saw Robert’s
eyes narrow.


“Seriously?” Gale asked, wide-eyed. “That’s
a huge chain.”


“We do okay,” Matt said, holding out the
chair next to him and gesturing for Gale. He clearly didn’t want to get stuck
next to Robert, not that Kristen could blame him.


“I’d say that’s an understatement,” Gale
said, smiling at Matt once she was seated.


Her friend was clearly smitten, not that
Kristen could blame her. Matt was a walking, talking poster boy for erotic
dreams.


“Why didn’t you tell me y’all were seeing
each other?” Gale asked Kristen once the gentlemen were seated.


Kristen should have known that question was
coming. She didn’t want to admit she and Matt weren’t technically seeing each
other. If Robert assumed they were, he might take it as a sign and leave her
alone. Her ex still couldn’t accept that one mistake was reason enough to call
off their engagement. In Kristen’s mind, sleeping with one woman while
committed to another was more than a mistake; it was an unforgiveable sin.


Robert’s eyes were fixed on Kristen,
waiting for her to respond. Thankfully, Matt stepped in to save her the
embarrassment of having to stretch the truth.


“We just reconnected recently.” Matt put
his arm around the back of Kristen’s chair and drew her closer. He obviously
sensed Kristen wanted to send her ex a message, and he seemed happy to help her
deliver it, loud and clear. “We wanted to give it a little time, see where
things were going before we told our friends and family we’re a couple.”


Kristen looked at him, stunned how easily
the lie fell from his lips. The boy genius she knew would turn ten shades of
red when he tried to lie. Apparently deceit was one of the not-so-great
character traits he’d picked up on his path to sexy.


“I think it’s great,” Gale gushed, touching
Matt’s arm. “I always thought you were one of the sweetest boys in school. I
used to tell Kristen that all the time, didn’t I, Kris?”


The lies were flying around the table so
fast, Kristen felt she might get whiplash trying to follow them. “Is that what
you used to say, Gale?” Kristen smiled sweetly as she reached for her wine
glass. She would be surprised if Gale had even known Matt’s name in high
school.


Gale narrowed her eyes, clearly expecting
her friend to back her up.


Robert reached for his scotch, his eyes
never leaving Kristen. “So did y’all keep in touch after graduation?”


If he was trying to get her to admit to
seeing other men during their two-year relationship, he would be sadly
disappointed. Kristen didn’t play those games or respect anyone who did.


“Unfortunately not,” Matt said, letting his
fingers trail down Kristen’s bare arm. “I got caught up in business, married,
divorced, you know the drill.” He looked Robert in the eye. “Building a
business can get in the way of trying to maintain a relationship, don’t you
think?”


Obviously Matt was on a fishing expedition
to figure out why things hadn’t worked out with Kristen and Robert. She’d been
too embarrassed to admit the truth—she hadn’t been woman enough to keep him
satisfied.


“If that’s true, how are you and Kristen
making it work?” Robert raised an eyebrow at Matt. “I know her career comes
first. I assume yours does too?”


Kristen glared at Robert. He had routinely
said things that were completely out of line when they were a couple. She
couldn’t rein him in with a kick under the table anymore, so she had no choice
but to let him run off at the mouth, embarrassing himself and everyone else.


“You would assume wrong,” Matt said,
putting Robert in his place. “I gave myself over to our business in the early
stages because that’s what it took to be successful. Things are different now.
We’re more established, and we have a larger team to run the day-to-day
operations. That gives all of the principles more time to devote to other
interests.”


Kristen imagined Matt’s social calendar was
packed full with women anxious to help him waste his free hours between the
sheets. It shouldn’t bother her, but it did. She didn’t want to believe the
sweet kid she used to know had become a merciless player just because he had a
few bucks and a flawless face to complement his centerfold body.


“Other interests?” Robert took a sip of his
scotch. He wasn’t much of a drinker and was clearly trying to act as though the
burn didn’t bother him. “Such as?”


“I enjoy traveling, real estate investing.”
Matt shrugged. “Watching sports, engaging in extreme sports.”


Before anyone could ask him to elaborate,
two other couples joined their table. Pleasantries were exchanged and
introductions made before the servers appeared with their first course.


“I saw you in that magazine spread,
Kristen,” one of the guys from their high school football team said with a wide
grin. “My wife wouldn’t believe we used to date.”


“Him too?” Robert asked, glaring at
Kristen. “Show of hands, is there anyone at this table who hasn’t slept with
Kristen?”


Kristen gasped as her cheeks burned. She
was mortified. Every pair of eyes at the table turned to her… except one.
Matt’s sole attention was on Robert.


“You need to back off,” he told Robert. “If
you ever disrespect her like that again, I’m gonna haul your ass outside and—”


“Please, don’t,” Kristen said, reaching for
her pewter evening bag and standing. “Excuse me. I’ll be right back.”


As she walked away, she questioned whether
she would have the nerve to show her face to these people again. She heard a
chair scrape across the parquet floor but didn’t have the guts to turn around.
If Robert was stupid enough to come after her, she would make him wish he
hadn’t. When a strong arm closed around her wrist, she knew immediately it
wasn’t Robert’s.


“Matt, please. I just need a minute.” Her
voice broke, adding to her humiliation. She wanted to escape to the ladies’
room so she could collect herself.


He hauled her back against his chest,
wrapping her in a tight embrace. “Ignore him, Kris. He’s an asshole.”


“I know.” She closed her eyes, praying the
stinging behind her eyelids would subside. She couldn’t let Matt think she was
the kind of woman who slept with men indiscriminately. “It’s not true, you
know. I never—”


“I know.” He brushed his lips against her
cheek. “I know you’re not that girl. That’s why I’m still so crazy about you.”


“What do you mean?” she asked, almost
afraid to breathe.


“You’re the girl no man could ever have,
not really. You kept your distance, never letting anyone get too close. Why is
that?”


When Kristen dropped her gaze to the arm
wrapped around her, she noticed a colorful tattoo peeking out from under his
sleeve. She wondered what else he might be hiding and whether she was brave
enough to find out.











Chapter Three


 


Matt had no right to pry, but he
couldn’t help himself. He’d blown up when Robert accused Kristen of sleeping
around because it was a lie. In high school, the football players had dubbed
her the ice princess because she’d never let anyone go all the way. He sensed a
part of her was still holding back, fearful of getting too close, and he wanted
to know why.


“Why don’t we get out of here?” he asked.
“My driver’s waiting. I can text him and tell him we’re ready. I’ll take you
anywhere you want to go.”


Her eyes were still closed, but her throat
moved as though she was trying to swallow tears instead of shedding them. “I
don’t care,” she said so softly he barely heard her. “I don’t care where we go.
I just want to get out of here, away from him.”


Seeing how deeply affected she was by her
fiancé’s insult made Matt even more curious about their breakup. The guy seemed
like a jerk, but did she still have feelings for him? Matt needed to know now
before he fell harder.


Taking her hand, Matt led her to the foyer.
He gestured to a gilded, cream-colored bench seat in the upscale lobby,
encouraging her to sit while he texted his driver. He was sure Lawrence was
right around the corner, waiting for him. Lawrence prided himself on
exceptional customer service, and when he was hired for the night, he made
himself available all night, until he saw his clients home.


“He’ll be here in five minutes,” Matt said,
reading Lawrence text less than a minute later. “Do you want anything before we
leave?”


“No, I’m okay.” She ran her hands up and
down her bare arms.


Matt sat beside her, settling his arm
around her shoulders. “Do you want my jacket? Are you cold?”


She shook her head, looking no less miserable
than she had when she fled from the table. “No, I’m fine.” She looked at the
black and gold carpet. “I shouldn’t have come here.”


“I’m glad you did,” he whispered, wishing
he could say or do something to take away the sting of that bastard’s insult.
“I was hoping I’d get to see you again… and again and again.” He grinned when a
smile softened her lips as she looked at him. “That’s better. I love your
smile.”


The smile blossomed as she laid her head on
his shoulder. “I have lousy taste in men. I always have the best intentions,
swearing that it’s going to be different. But it never is.”


“Never say never.” He didn’t know a lot
about Kristen’s dating history, but he didn’t have to. He had half a dozen
female friends who’d told him the same story. They were all smart and
beautiful, yet their love lives were a disaster because they always chose a man
who broke their heart.


“I wish I could just let it go.” She sighed
softly. “I have, but a part of me still wants to find my happily ever after,
you know?”


“We all want that.” He’d been blessed with
a good example of a solid marriage, and he wanted to set the same example for
his own kids. He saw how in love his friend Zach was with his new wife and son,
and he wanted the same for himself.


“It gets lonely sometimes,” she said,
barely loud enough for him to hear. “Coming home to an empty apartment every
night.” She sniffled. “I guess it doesn’t help that I hate my apartment.”


“So why don’t you find a new place, one you
like better?”


“My mother tells me if I get too comfortable,
too set in my ways, I’ll give up on the idea of ever finding someone to share
my life.” She slid a wide silver ring off her index finger. “She’s probably
right.”


“I don’t know about that,” Matt said. “I
happen to love my house, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t be willing to start a
new life somewhere else if I found the love of my life and she had other ideas
about where we should live.”


Before Kristen could respond, they heard a
car pull up outside. “Sounds like your driver’s here,” she said, standing.


He rested his hands on her shoulders. He
still saw the sadness in her eyes, and more than anything, he wanted to banish
it, to make her forget about the man who’d never deserved her love. “Why don’t
we go back to my place for a nightcap?”


She tried to pull away, but he held firm.
“I don’t think so. I have to work tomorrow and—”


“Just one drink.” Spending a little time at
his home would be exactly what she needed to take her mind off her problems for
a while. “Come on, it’s still early, and you haven’t even given me a chance to
talk you into planning our anniversary party yet.”


Her mouth twitched, but she tried to remain
serious. “I thought I told you I couldn’t fit that into my schedule.”


“I know what you said.” He put his arm
around her as he led her out to the waiting limo. “But I should have warned
you, I can be persuasive when I want something.” He looked down at her face.
She was even more stunning than the image that had remained alive in his memory
for so many years.


“Is that so?”


“Give me a chance to prove it?”


She looked torn between following her head
and her heart. Matt could only hope her heart would lead her in the same
direction as his. “Okay, but I can’t make any promises.”


“I won’t ask for any.” He kissed the back
of her hand as Lawrence opened the door for them. “Yet.”


 


***


 


Kristen gasped as she stepped over the
threshold of Matt’s bungalow. It was perfect. Not because it was big and
opulent, as she’d expected, but because it was the exact opposite. The house
was small and cozy, warm and welcoming, the last place she would expect a guy
like Matt to want to call home.


The exterior was natural stone and
board-and-batten siding. It wasn’t too big or too small. The inside felt like a
sanctuary with caramel-colored walls, dark wood floors and trim, a stone
fireplace, and earth-tone furniture. She saw that most of the windows were
bare. Apparently the mature trees in the backyard provided all the privacy he
wanted or needed.


“I love it,” she whispered. Her eyes
drifted to the dining room, where she spotted a large table and six chairs she
suspected were antique. That room had rust-colored velvet drapes, simple yet
elegant, with a walnut server highlighting a stunning painting Kristen couldn’t
take her eyes off of. It was a street scene in the autumn. She didn’t recognize
the street, but it could have been the main street in any small town across the
country.


“Do you like it?” he asked, his eyes fixed
on the painting.


“It’s beautiful.” Breathtaking was the word
that came to mind. The painting made her feel something, yearn for something
she’d never had and always wanted.


“My mother painted it.”


“Really?” Kristen moved into the room to
get a closer look. “It’s incredible.”


“I have several of her pieces. I can show
them to you, if you’d like?”


Kristen didn’t just want to see them; she
wanted to own one. She wanted to hang it in a prominent place in her office to
remind herself that places like that really did exist, and if she ever found
her way out from behind her desk, she just might be lucky enough to find such a
haven. As she got closer, she saw antique shops and a store housing seasonal
decorations, handmade clothing, and jewelry. “Does your mother sell her work in
a gallery?”


Matt chuckled. “My father had to buy her a
gallery when they ran out of wall space in their house.”


“Really?” Excitement coursed through her
when she realized she could own such a piece. If she couldn’t afford an
original, perhaps his mother sold prints in her gallery. “Do you have one of
her business cards? I’d love to visit her gallery.”


“I should have.” Matt stepped into the
foyer, reached into an ornate wood desk, and pulled out a glossy postcard.
“Here’s a promo piece for an event she hosted last month. Her website, email,
and address are on there, but if you’d like to see more of her work, it would
be best to visit their house. She keeps all of her favorite pieces there.”


Kristen looked at him, trying to decide if
he was serious. He’d never even invited her on a date, yet he was asking if
she’d like to meet his parents? “Um, I’m sure she has some lovely pieces at her
gallery.” She gestured toward the piece on the wall. “If there are any like
this…” He looked at her so intently, she couldn’t find words. “Why are you
looking at me like that?”


“I knew you’d react this way. Don’t ask me
how, but I just knew you’d feel it too.”


“Feel what?” she asked, experiencing a
breathlessness she couldn’t quite explain.


“The way I do.” He stepped closer, setting
the card on the table as he reached for her hand. “When I walked into this house
the first time, it felt like the place I’d always belonged. I didn’t look at
any other houses. I didn’t have to. I knew this would be my sanctuary.”


Sanctuary.
That was a perfect word to describe his house. It didn’t feel as though it
belonged in a bustling city. It felt as though it belonged in the country, by
the sea, or with a panoramic view of the mountains.


“You feel it too, don’t you?” He searched
her face as though he was as in awe of her as she was of his home. “The history
here? The good memories, the love, the laughter, the warmth…” He smiled. “There
was a leather-bound book on the dining table when I came to look at the house.
It outlined the history, with pictures of all the families who’d lived here
since it was built in the late 1800s.”


Kristen wanted to ask what happened to the
book and if she could see it. But before she could, he brushed her hair off her
shoulder and moved in closer.


“I’ve learned to act on instinct. I felt it
in my bones that this house was supposed to be mine. This was the place I was
supposed to bring my future wife, the place we were supposed to make our
babies…”


Kristen was stunned by his candor. She’d
never known a man to be so honest and vulnerable about what he felt. “Did you
and your wife live here?” If they had, the haven would be tainted for her
somehow.


“No. I bought it after the divorce. It was
time for me to start over, to start a new chapter in my life.”


“I can understand that.”


He reached for her wrists and kissed her
pulse point before wrapping her arms around his neck. “Do you ever feel like
it’s time to start a new chapter? To leave the past behind, forget about all
the people who’ve hurt you, the disappointment and anger, and just take another
chance on life?”


It sounded as though he was making an offer
she couldn’t refuse, but Kristen had to tread carefully. She still had scars on
her heart to remind her of what happened when she fell in love.


“It feels good to let go, doesn’t it?” He
brushed his lips against the hair covering her cheek. “To forget everything and
everyone and just live for the moment?”


“I wouldn’t know.” Kristen had never been
reckless. She’d witnessed first-hand what happened when someone chose to live
fast and loose with their life. Closing her eyes and leaning her head on Matt’s
shoulder, she thought about her baby brother, Lionel.


“Maybe you just need someone to teach you
how.” He brushed her hair aside and tipped her head back. “Hey, why do you look
so sad?”


“Just thinking about something I’d rather
forget.” But she would never forget. Lionel had loved motocross racing. No
matter how often they warned him it could be dangerous, he lived for the next
race. Until the one that took his life.


“You wanna talk about it?”


Kristen shook her head. He was only trying
to help, but she couldn’t. “Maybe some other time.”


“I like the sound of that,” he said,
caressing her face. “That means there will be another time.”


How could he doubt she’d want to see him
again? As dangerous as it was to risk putting her heart on the line again, she
would make herself crazy thinking about him if she refused to see him again. “I
hope so.” He looked at her a long time, and she almost saw his internal
struggle. He wanted to say something, but he didn’t know if he should. “What?
What are you thinking?”


He smiled. “I’m thinking I could use a
glass of wine. How about you?”


Matt let his hands fall, and she missed his
skin on hers. “Sure.” She didn’t want to push too hard. Kristen had dated
enough men who wanted more than she could give, and she’d vowed she would never
be the one asking her partner to be all that she needed him to be. She wasn’t
that woman, the needy one. That had been her mother’s M.O., and it would never
be hers.


Matt led her deeper into the house and
pointed to a deep cocoa-colored sofa in front of the fireplace. “Why don’t you
have a seat while I get us that drink?”


The gourmet kitchen was combined with the
spacious great room, giving her the opportunity to watch him prepare their
drinks. “I normally call it a night after one drink.”


“I can have Lawrence drive you home.”


She’d left her car in the hotel parking
lot, knowing she could always take a taxi to pick it up. “It’s nice of you to
offer, but I can take a cab home.”


“Or you could spend the night with me.” His
hand froze on the corkscrew over the bottle of red wine as he waited for her
response.


“I…” She’d never had a one-night stand,
never even been tempted. Matt’s offer made her wonder what it would feel like
to wake up in his arms though.


“I have a couple of guest rooms. If you’d
rather stay here, you’re more than welcome to.”


Of course that’s what he meant. Matt was a gentleman, and she chastised herself for thinking he may
have had an ulterior motive. “I really should get home. I have an early
morning.”


“But it’s Sunday.” He carried two glasses
of wine and the bottle into the family room. Setting the bottle on the mahogany
coffee table, he said, “Everyone needs a day of rest.”


Kristen thanked him as she took both of the
glasses. She watched him remove his jacket and toss it over a nearby chair
before taking off his tie and undoing the buttons at his wrists and neck. She
sucked in a sharp breath when she saw the tattoo she’d been curious about. It
was a woman’s portrait. A stunning woman.


His eyes followed hers, and he grimaced.
“Not the smartest decision I ever made.” He took his glass of wine before
sitting down.


She held his arm to look closer at the
colorful tattoo. It was a work of art. He must have believed they would be
together forever, otherwise he wouldn’t have marked his skin with her image. “She’s
beautiful. Your ex-wife?” As if she didn’t know.


“Yeah.” He tried to pull his arm away, but
she gripped his forearm.


“It must have been hard, letting her go.”


“You have no idea.”


Kristen felt the impact of his words, his
bitterness, anguish, and resentment. She could see he was a long way from being
over his divorce. “You still love her?”


“No.”


He said it too quickly for Kristen to
believe him. “How long have you been divorced?”


“A little over a year.”


“That’s not very long.”


“It’s long enough.”


“Do you want to talk about it?”


He took a drink then another. “No, she’s
the last thing I want to think about tonight.”


“But you are thinking about her.”


“I’m thinking about her because you asked
about her.” He sighed. “Look, Kristen, she means nothing to me, okay? Can we
just forget about it, please?”


She had no right to pry, but it hurt that
he seemed so determined to shut her out. “I’m sorry, I just—”


“No, I’m sorry.” He reached for her free
hand. “It was a bad time in my life, not one that I enjoy thinking about.”


“It must be hard to forget with a constant
reminder.” Her eyes landed on the tattoo again.


“Tattoos are like chapters in a book. Robin
was one chapter; she wasn’t the whole book.”


“Then you have others? Tattoos, I mean?”


He grinned. “Yeah, quite a few.”


“Can I see them?” She knew that was a bold
question since she didn’t know where they were.


“Sure.” He slowly unbuttoned his shirt,
watching her as though he was waiting for her to stop him.


Kristen brought her wine glass to her lips
as she watched him strip his white dress shirt. Sure enough, several colorful,
well-placed tattoos marked his tanned skin. An eagle soared between his
shoulder blades. On the inside of his other forearm was another portrait. She
suspected the mature woman was his mother. The last tattoo was a large piece on
his chest. The scene was difficult to see in the dim light, but she knew it was
done by a true artist, as were all the others.


“They’re beautiful,” she said. She
appreciated all types of art, even body art, though she’d never have the
courage to endure that kind of pain in the name of vanity. Her eyes drifted
back to the piece of Robin.


“I wouldn’t erase it even if I could,” he
said, reaching for his shirt and slipping it back on.


She was afraid she’d offended him. “Of course
not. Why would you?” She sipped her wine, hoping he’d let the subject go.


“My buddies ask me all the time why I don’t
just get it lasered or covered up with another piece.”


“But you don’t want to?” That shouldn’t
bother her, but she had trouble imagining making love to a man who wore another
woman’s face on his skin as a reminder of their time together.


“No, I don’t.” He rested his arm on the
back of the couch. He let her long hair slide through his fingers as he fixated
on the silky strands instead of her face. “It reminds me of what I had and
lost. What I want to find again. Only next time, I want it to be real. What I
had with Robin was just an illusion.”


Kristen swallowed, trying to come to terms
with the fact that he’d obviously loved his wife deeply. She’d never known love
like that. Robert had been a good match for her on paper. He had all of the
qualities she believed she was looking for, but as it turned out, none of
substance.


“I want to find love again.” He looked in
her eyes. “The kind that makes me want to jump out of bed because I can’t wait
to see her. Lingering kisses that I never want to end. Long phone calls in the
middle of the night, talking about the future, kids, the life we dream of
building together.” He smiled. “Robin was on the road a lot. We didn’t spend
much time in the same city.”


She got a burning sensation in her stomach
when she realized that the first man she’d been interested in a long, long time
still harbored feelings for his former wife. She leaned forward to set her wine
glass on the table. “It was nice to see you again. But I really should get
going.”


Grabbing her wrist, he said, “You can’t
leave now, not like this.” His eyes landed on her lips, and he didn’t even try
to tear his gaze away. “You made me feel something a lifetime ago, Kristen. I
still feel that when we’re together.”


Kristen held her breath, praying he
couldn’t tell she was hanging on his every word and praying he’d say something
to dispel her doubts about him. “I don’t know if you’re ready for a relationship.
I don’t even know if I am. It hasn’t been that long since my engagement ended
and—”


“He didn’t deserve you.” Matt moved in
closer, wrapping his hand around the back of her neck. “I may not deserve you
either, but I’d spend every moment we’re together trying to be the man who can
give you what you need.”


She planted her hands firmly on his
shoulders, trying to keep him at a safe distance. “This is happening too fast.
I’m not ready.” She would never be ready to give herself to a man whose heart
may belong to someone else. How long before Robin realized her mistake and
called, begging him to take her back? And where would that leave Kristen? On
the cold side of an empty bed while her lover chased his dream.


“You know me, Kristen. You know I’m a
decent guy.”


She knew the boy he used to be, but she had
no idea about the man he’d become. He chased thrills with extreme sports, had
his heart broken by a beautiful model, made a fortune as a business mogul, and
rode in the back of limos wearing designer suits and diamond watches.


“I can’t stay,” she said, struggling to get
up.


“Look at me,” he whispered, touching her
face gently. “What are you running from?”











Chapter Four


 


Matt felt like a man on the verge of
drowning, struggling for a life preserver he couldn’t quite reach. Even though
he hadn’t seen Kristen in years, her image had drifted in and out of his
fantasies. Then she was in his arms, and he didn’t want to let her go.


“I’m not running from anything.”


He saw the heartbreak in her eyes, and he
wanted to knock some sense into the man who’d put it there. Robert Channing
didn’t have the right to occupy the same space as Kristen, much less call her
his fiancée. He didn’t know what Robert had done to hurt her, but it must have
done a number on her if the thought of loving again filled her with such fear.


“I just want us to try.” Matt was pushing
too hard, but he wasn’t used to giving up without a fight. “One date, let’s
just see how it goes.”


“I’m not ready to date”—her eyes fell to
his open shirt—“someone like you, Matt.”


“‘Someone like me’? What does that mean?”


“I need safety and security. You don’t seem
like the kind of guy who thrives on those things.”


She was asking for a guarantee he couldn’t
give her. He had no idea where their relationship could go, but he knew he’d
spend the rest of his life wondering if he didn’t coax her into giving him a
chance.


“You were my fantasy girl in high school,”
he said, trying to draw a smile from her, to lighten the mood and make her
forget about leaving. Maybe if he reminded her of the guy he used to be, the
friend she’d enjoyed spending time with, she wouldn’t see him as a threat to
her fragile heart.


Instead of smiling, the anguished look in
her eyes intensified. “This isn’t high school. We’ve both suffered through our
share of battle scars. We’re too old to waste time on a relationship that could
never work.”


“How do you know we couldn’t work?” Matt
knew his frustration was evident in his voice. He wasn’t used to working so
hard to make his case. He wasn’t a bad guy, and most people sensed that without
having to be convinced.


“You live your life one way. I live my life
a completely different way.”


“What the hell does that mean?” He leaned
back, giving her some space. If she was still determined to leave, nothing he
could say or do would convince her to stay. “You haven’t even asked me about my
life. How do you know whether we have things in common?”


“Fine.” She looked prepared to indulge him.
“What do you do for fun?”


Matt winced inwardly, knowing his answer
wouldn’t help his case. “I go sky-diving. I love taking my boat out on the
water for deep sea fishing and water skiing. I ride my bike across the country
when…” He stopped speaking when her face lost color. “What’s wrong?”


“Nothing.” She shook her head. “You know
what I do for fun? Curl up with a cup of herbal tea and a good book. Watch
re-runs of seventies and eighties sitcoms. Go out for dinner or a movie with my
girlfriends. Shop or go to the spa. That’s it. When I’m not working, that’s my
life.”


She was trying to make him see that they
were all wrong for each other, but her case would have to be a lot more
convincing if she wanted him to lose interest in her. “I like to read, watch
TV, and go out for dinner or a beer with friends.” He grinned. “Okay, so I’m
not all that big on shopping, and I’ve never set foot inside a spa, but you
might be able to talk me into a couples massage.”


She laughed, obviously losing the battle to
hold it in. “Did you and your ex have anything in common?”


“Not really.”


“I suspected as much.” She shook her head.
“Don’t you want to find someone who shares your interests, who wants to do the
things you love to do?”


“You don’t think I’ve tried that?” He
rolled his eyes. “Believe me, I have. You know what I realized?”


“No, what?”


“It’s not about how compatible you are on
paper. It’s about how you feel when you’re together.”


“I suppose that’s true,” she said, rolling
her bottom lip between her teeth, looking uncertain.


“Besides, we have a lot of things in
common.”


“Such as?”


“We both appreciate art, and I’m guessing
antiques?”


“How did you know I like antiques?” She
tipped her head back and narrowed her eyes.


“I saw the way you were admiring my dining
room earlier.”


“Very perceptive.”


“So listen, why don’t you blow off work
tomorrow? We’ll take a drive to Fredericksburg, take in the fall colors, and
visit some antique shops. On the way back, we can pass by my mother’s gallery.
What do you say?” He could tell she was struggling to decide whether she could
afford to take a whole day off work. “Come on, it’ll be fun. I promise.”


“It does sound like fun, but that’s a
four-hour drive and—”


Matt knew there was only one way to win her
over. He framed her face with his hands, giving her half a second to tell him
to back off before he took her mouth. He was soft and gentle until her moan
stoked his hunger, and he had to take the kiss deeper. She gave as good as she
got. Without even realizing the effect she had on him, she made all of his
teenage fantasies a mind-blowing reality. Even in his dreams, kissing her had
never felt like that. Her tongue duelled with his, stroking and teasing,
warring and surrendering, making his body come alive with a desire that rivaled
anything he’d ever felt.


“Yes,” she said, heaving a sigh when she
pulled back. “Yes.”


That one simple word held a wealth of
promise that gave him hope he hadn’t had in a long, long time. “You wanna stay
tonight? We could get an early start in the morning.”


“I should go.”


He’d never been so close to begging, but
she’d already met him halfway. It wouldn’t be long before she spent the night
with him, and it wouldn’t be in his guest room. “Okay, let me text Lawrence. He
said he’d hang around in case you needed a ride home.”


“Thanks.”


“No, thank you.” He stole one last kiss.
“For making this a night I’ll never forget.”


 


***


 


Kristen rolled her window halfway down so
she could enjoy the autumn breeze whipping through her hair. The weather was
perfect for the day he had planned, mid-sixties, and she’d dressed accordingly.
Kristen already felt younger and freer than she had in a long time. When Matt
had shown up with large lattes and chocolate croissants, he told her calories
didn’t count that day, it was all about fun and indulgence. Since it had been
so long since she had much of either, she agreed.


“What are you thinking about?” He reached
across the console for her hand.


It felt so right, so natural, being with
him. She cautioned herself against getting too comfortable. Her subconscious
had fooled her into believing the same was true of Robert in the beginning, and
she would do well to remember that. “I’m just enjoying this. It’s not often I
get to play hooky from work.”


“You have to make time for yourself once in
a while.”


“Now you sound like my mother,” she said,
smiling.


“How is your family?” He returned his attention
to the road. “If memory serves, your mama was an elementary school librarian
and your daddy was an insurance agent, right? Wait, you have a younger brother
too. His name is…?”


“Lionel.” She was touched he remembered so
much about her. She’d mentioned those things in passing during study breaks,
never expecting him to remember every little detail. Clearly her impression of
Matt was accurate—he was a good listener. “He passed away quite a few years
ago.”


“Oh God,” he said, gripping her hand
tighter. “I’m sorry, Kris. I had no idea. I remember you telling me you two
were close. That must have been hard on you.”


“It was hard on all of us.” Especially her
mother, who felt she’d failed in her job to protect her babies from harm.


“Do you mind if I ask how it happened?”


“Motocross racing.” She looked out the
window, but the vivid leaves she’d been admiring moments ago seemed dull and
lifeless. “He died doing what he loved.”


“How old was he?”


“Eighteen.”


“Jesus,” he whispered, “he didn’t even have
a chance.”


“No, he didn’t.” That was what hurt her the
most, knowing he’d been cheated out of realizing all of his dreams. She sighed.
“My dad kind of checked out on us after that, not that he was home all that
often to begin with. It wasn’t easy spending time at home while running a
successful insurance agency and trying to keep his mistress a secret from his
family.”


“Your father was having an affair?” he
asked quietly.


“Yeah, my mom found out about it right
after my brother died. It was too much for her to cope with. She drank to numb
the pain until after she lost her job for showing up for work after a few
glasses of wine.” Kristen shuddered. “Finally she pulled herself together,
kicked my dad out, went to AA, and opened a little bookstore.”


“Did she ever remarry?”


“Yeah, she met a great guy a few years ago.
Phillip. They got married last summer at his place in Vermont. I’ve never seen
my mother so happy.”


“That’s nice.” A faint smiled crossed his
lips. “Do you see her often?”


“Not as often as she’d like. I’m busy with
work.” Kristen tipped her head back against the black leather seat of his A8,
enjoying the feel of his warm hand wrapped around hers. She hadn’t enjoyed
physical contact with a man in a while, and Matt was so comforting, so
reassuring. She felt she could tell him almost anything.


“How did she feel about you ending your
relationship with Robert?”


Kristen giggled. “She stopped just short of
throwing a party to celebrate.”


“So she wasn’t his biggest fan?”


“She liked him well enough in the
beginning, but over time, she said he struck her as insincere. He was trying
too hard to prove to me and everyone else that he was perfect for me.”


“So that’s why you ended it?”


She tipped her head toward Matt. Keeping
the truth from him felt wrong somehow. “No, I ended it because he cheated on
me. He swore it only happened one time, but as far as I’m concerned, once is
enough. Once a cheater, always a cheater.” Kristen expected Matt to condemn her
ex, or at least concur with her, but when he said nothing, she noticed the tension
in his hand. “Are you okay?”


Matt cleared his throat. “Yeah sure, fine.
Do you want to grab a bite to eat? I could go for a burger.”


Kristen was surprised by the rapid shift in
discussion, but she wasn’t eager to dwell on Robert’s infidelity. “Sounds
good.”


They drove a few miles with only a classic
rock CD to soften the silence. Kristen could tell Matt’s mood had changed,
though she couldn’t understand the reason. He didn’t seem like the kind of guy
who would judge her because her family was less than perfect or because she’d
been foolish enough to trust a man who betrayed her. So what was his problem?


His phone rang, reining her thoughts back
in. Matt’s frown deepened. He withdrew his hand from hers and punched the
disconnect button on the steering wheel as soon as the number flashed across
the screen on his dashboard.


“If you wanted to answer that—”


“I didn’t.”


“Okay.”


Matt sighed, gripping the steering wheel
with both hands. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap at you.”


“It’s all right.” It wasn’t. Their perfect
day was on a downward spiral, and she felt helpless to stop it. She had no idea
what she’d said or done to change his mood, but she was tired of playing
cat-and-mouse with complicated men who expected her to be a mind reader. “Maybe
we should just bag this idea. If we turn around now, I can still get some work
done today.”


He looked at her as if she’d proposed he
drive into an oncoming truck in a suicide pact. “What are you talking about?”


“I don’t know what your problem is, but
frankly, I don’t have the energy to try to figure it out.”


“Is that what you do when things get tough,
run instead of fight? Have you ever been in a relationship worth fighting for?
Have you ever loved a man enough to make you want to stand your ground instead
of fleeing to the safety of your comfortable little world?”


“How dare you judge me!” She turned to face
him, shooting daggers with her eyes. “Have you heard a word I said? My track
record with men is lousy. My father was a selfish bastard who lied to his
family for years. My fiancé was a dirtbag who cheated on me.” She choked back a
sob. “I couldn’t even count on my baby brother to stick around.” Covering her
mouth with her hand, she cursed herself for letting her emotions spill out. She
was usually so good at keeping her anger and frustration in check.


Matt pulled over in the parking lot of a
family-style restaurant and pulled her into his arms as soon as he had the car
in park. “I’m sorry, baby.” He stroked her hair. “I didn’t mean to make you
cry.”


“You didn’t,” she said, trying to wrestle
free. “It’s not your fault. Please, just take me home. Let’s forget this ever
happened.”


“Not a chance.” He released her with a sigh
when she continued struggling. “Listen, I’ve done a lot of things I’m not proud
of, but I would never intentionally hurt you. Do you believe me?”


How could she trust her own judgment? “I
don’t know.” She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees as she covered
her face with her hands. She couldn’t afford to make another mistake. The best
course of action was to return to her office and forget all about Matt, but she
feared her heart may have a hard time letting her do that.


He rubbed her back before brushing her long
hair aside so he could see her face. “I’m not big on trying to win over a woman
who isn’t interested in me. I don’t like games, and I don’t like women who play
games.” When she started to protest, he said, “Just hear me out. I’ve dated too
many women like that, and I know you’re different. You’re genuine and sincere
and…” He smirked. “I’m crazy about you.”


Kristen opened and closed her mouth. “You
don’t even know me.”


“The girl you were back then, the one who
kept me awake at night, and the woman you are now aren’t all that different.”


“You’re wrong.” She wished she could go
back to being the young and innocent high school student who didn’t know how
much it hurt to have her heart broken or watch her family being torn apart.
“I’m nothing like I was back then. Life’s had its way with me. I’ve grown up,
for better or worse.”


“Look, we all have bruises, battle scars. I
don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t trade mine for anything.” He grinned when
she looked at him as though he’d lost his mind. “Would it have been nice to be
the quarterback of the football team instead of the math geek?” He shrugged.
“Maybe, but the quarterback is a mechanic down at Macey’s garage now. He’s got
four kids, a rusted out pick-up truck, a big mortgage, and he’s never left the
state. Does that make me better than him? No. But was he better than me back in
high school just ‘cause he could toss a football? No.”


Kristen admired his intestinal fortitude,
something she often felt she was sorely lacking. If she spent more time with
him, she could learn a lot about letting go of the past. “I don’t know what you
want from me.” She could let him take her to bed, wipe her worry away with
sweet words and a gentle touch, but that would only leave her feeling emptier
than before.


“I just want a chance.” He reached for her
hand. “Have you ever met somebody and felt instant chemistry?”


She shrugged, unwilling to admit the first
time had been the day he stepped into her office.


“I have, the first time I met you in high
school. I know that probably sounds crazy. We were living on different planets
back then, but I felt something every time we were in the same room, hell, even
when you smiled at me in the hall. I swore that if I ever got a chance to test
the waters with you, I’d dive in without asking how deep.”


She couldn’t remember the last time a man
had ever made her feel so important, so cherished. “You’re a good man. I know
that, but…” She was afraid to tell him the truth: men like him didn’t stick
around. Just like Robert, he was good looking, successful, and a smooth talker
who made her believe she was the only woman in the world capable of turning his
head. According to her mother, her father had been the same way.


“But what? What are you afraid of?”


“I’m afraid of being wrong again. I’m
afraid of making another mistake. This time, I don’t know if I could rebound as
easily.”


“It was easy for you to get over Robert?
From where I’m sitting, you’re still not over him.”


She withdrew her hands and folded them in
her lap so he couldn’t reach for her again. “What are you talking about? I’m
long over him.”


“I’m not saying you’re still in love with
him, but you’re still letting what he did define your future.”


She knew he wasn’t trying to hurt her, but
forcing her to face the truth when she’d much rather bury her head in the sand
was gut-wrenching. “Aren’t we all guilty of letting our pasts define us? Are
you telling me your past has nothing to do with who you are today? Would you
have been so driven to succeed if you didn’t feel you had something to prove to
all of the people who made your life miserable in high school?”


“I don’t have anything to prove to anyone.”
He leaned against the soft leather seat as though he didn’t have a care in the
world. “I like who I am. My days of trying to impress people are over.”


She didn’t buy his claim for a minute. If
he was so determined to call her out, she would do the same. “Then why did you
go to the reunion?”


“Excuse me?”


“You heard me.” She didn’t want their day
to deteriorate, but she wouldn’t run home with her tail between her legs
without letting him know that he was no better than she was. He was letting his
past define him, the same as she was.


“I went because…”


When his voice trailed off, she said, “You
wanted to rewrite history. You wanted them to be envious, to show them you were
everything they would never be.” She couldn’t blame him. In his place, she
probably would have felt the same way.


“I guess you’re right.”


Kristen didn’t want to make him feel bad.
She believed Matt was one of the good guys, but that didn’t mean they were
right for each other. The Matt she used to know might be a much better fit for
her. He appreciated the simpler things in life. She didn’t know if she would
ever have anything in common with a sexy, uber-rich, risk-taking jet-setter.


“So where does that leave us?” she asked,
almost afraid of his answer.


“Right back where we started, I guess.”











Chapter Five


 


Matt finally convinced Kristen to
spend the day with him as planned instead of going back to her office and
wasting a perfect fall day in Hill Country. He was glad she’d relented because
he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had more fun. Once the pressure was off
and she believed he was only asking for one day, she relaxed and let him see
the woman he’d known was hiding underneath her protective layers.


They talked and laughed and held hands.
They visited little antique shops, stores proudly displaying handmade artisan’s
wares, and one or two local galleries, which were often part of a café or
vintage shop. When her back was turned, he bought her a handmade turquoise and
silver bracelet she’d admired. He just had to find the perfect time to give it
to her. He would tell her it was just a reminder of their day together, but he
wanted it to be so much more than that. He wanted her to look at that bracelet
years later and smile because it made her think of their first date.


He pulled into the parking lot behind his
mother’s art gallery and cut the engine. Kristen had fallen asleep almost an
hour ago. He watched her sleep, and the slight smile curving her luscious mouth
made him reluctant to wake her. The only other place he would rather see her
fast asleep was tucked under the down duvet in his big antique bed. He still
believed that day would come. He just had to be patient. Too bad patience
wasn’t his strong suit.


Kristen stirred, opening her blue eyes
hesitantly. “Hey.” She sat up and looked out the window. “Where are we?”


“My mother’s gallery.”


She checked her watch. “It’s after eight.
She won’t be here now, will she?”


“I texted her and asked her to meet us
here.”


“Oh, I wish you hadn’t done that.” She
removed her seatbelt. “I could have stopped by tomorrow or the next day.”


“She really won’t mind, trust me.” If there
was one thing his mother could talk about all day and night, it was art.


“I hope she doesn’t live too far from
here,” Kristen said, reaching for her door handle.


Before Matt responded, he rounded the car
to meet her. “They live on the outskirts of town. It’s an old farmhouse.” He
chuckled. “My father would have preferred something newer, right on a golf
course, but my mother walked through their old place and declared it the end of
their hunt. She had to have it.”


Kristen smiled at him when he slipped an
arm around her waist. “And your father indulged her?”


“He usually does.”


“My kind of man.”


Matt tugged on her hand to pull her against
his chest and wrapped his arms around her. “Are you saying you’d like a man who
would treat you like a princess, give you anything and everything you ever
wanted, always be there for you?” He couldn’t believe he was saying those
things, especially so soon and knowing how gun-shy she was. “’Cause I just
might be your guy.”


“Matt.” She flattened her palms on his
chest. “I thought I made myself clear.”


“You can’t blame a guy for trying,” he
whispered, nuzzling her neck. Her body responded as if she was steel and he was
a magnet. She latched on, curling into him as though she never wanted to let
go. Couldn’t she see that her body and heart were sending her a message, even
if her stubborn mind seemed determined to fight it?


“You’re used to getting what you want,” she
said, curling her arms around his waist. “You like the thrill of the
challenge.”


“I like the thrill of spending time with a
woman who’s perfect for me.” She was, in every way. Matt didn’t need a woman
who was a thrill seeker or loved sports. He needed a woman who shared his
values and his vision for the future. Given his experience with marriage, he
knew that was the only thing that mattered.


“I’m not perfect for you,” she said,
tipping her head back to look up at him. “You only think I am because of some
adolescent fantasy about your dream girl.”


He dropped his hands to her waist and
forced her to acknowledge the effect she had on him. “In case you haven’t
noticed, I’m not a kid anymore. I’ve been around the block a time or two since
high school, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s to never give up when
I find something worth fighting for.”


She looped her thumbs through the belt
loops of his faded designer jeans. “And you think I’m worth fighting for?”


“I do.”


“I’m afraid you’re setting yourself up for
disappointment. I’m a terrible girlfriend. I work crazy hours, including nights
and weekends. I rarely cook. Hell, even my house plants die from neglect.”


“Hmm….” He slipped a hand into her hair,
loving the way it felt gliding through his fingers. “You’re right. Maybe it
would be best if we just forgot the whole thing.” Her face fell, making him
smile. “What’s wrong? You don’t agree?”


She tried to wrestle out of his arms, but
he wouldn’t let her go. “You think this is funny?”


“No, I think it’s kind of sad if you wanna
know the truth.” No way would he let her sabotage what might turn out to be the
best thing that had ever happened to either of them. “I get that you’re scared.
You have reason to be, but that’s no excuse for checking out on life, Kris.”


“That’s not what I’m doing.”


He felt her whole body tensing, but he
wasn’t about to back down. “Isn’t it? You hide out in your office, hide behind
your work, refuse to date—”


“Who said I refuse to date?” She glared at
him.


Apparently he’d hit a nerve, which only
confirmed his suspicions. She was running scared, and he wouldn’t let her.
“Okay, when was the last time you went out with someone who really intrigued
you, someone you thought you could see a future with?”


“None of your business.”


“I rest my case.” In a perfect world, she
would have said today, but he didn’t need her to affirm their connection.


“You get off on being right, don’t you?”


He knew it may seem that way, but he had so
much more at stake than his ego. “This has nothing to do with being right or
wrong. This is about convincing someone I care about to step out of her comfort
zone and take a stab at real and lasting happiness.”


“You’re getting way ahead of yourself,
Hudson.” She stepped back, holding up her hand.


“Maybe once or twice in a lifetime you meet
someone you can’t get out of your head. Am I right?” Matt was prepared to lay
it all on the line. That may be his one and only shot to convince her they
could have something special.


“I suppose,” she said, looking skeptical.


“I think you might be my once in a
lifetime, Kris.” He reached for her, and she let him take her hands. “I don’t
say that lightly. In fact, I’ve never said it before.” They should have that
conversation months from now, when they had more history behind them, but she
clearly wasn’t willing to give him that kind of time.


“How can you say that?”


He looked into her eyes and searched for
some hint that she wanted to believe him. “You have no idea how much time I
spent thinking about you. I imagined what it would be like if things were
different.”


“Different how?”


“If I was the kind of guy you dated. If I’d
had the courage to ask you out, or even tell you that I liked you.” He’d
rehearsed that conversation with Kristen a hundred times. In his daydream,
she’d smiled sweetly and told him she liked him too, but of course, that was
just a fantasy. He finally had a chance at the real deal.


“How do you know this isn’t about your need
to right some wrong?”


“What are you talking about?” He knew he
wouldn’t like where she was going.


“I know kids who were bullied in school
often bear emotional scars,” she said, running her hands over his biceps.
“Maybe you just want a shot with me because it’ll help you get over what
happened back then.”


Matt couldn’t help but throw his head back
and laugh. “Honey, you couldn’t be more wrong. I’m happy with the ways things
turned out. I wouldn’t change a thing about my life, not even those years.
Overcoming those challenges made me a better man.” It may be tough for someone
who hadn’t walked in his shoes to believe, but it was true. Had it not been for
the bullies, he may never have found the intestinal fortitude to get back up
when life tried to knock him down.


“So wanting to date me has nothing to do
with—”


“No.” Matt didn’t need to hear it again. He
knew what she was going to say. “I want to go out with you because you’re fun
and sweet and sexy and I love the way I feel when I’m with you.” Matt’s buddies
would rake him over the coals if they could hear him. Kristen’s opinion was the
only one that mattered though. “So what do you say? Will you have dinner with
me at High Rollers tomorrow night? It’ll give you a chance to check the place
out. Maybe you’ll decide to take that job after all.”


“Let me think about it.” She took his hand
and led him around the front of the small stone building.


“You’re not saying no. I’ll take it.”


 


***


 


Kristen wandered around the small gallery.
Matt had claimed his mother kept her favorite pieces at home, but to Kristen’s
untrained eye, every piece looked more beautiful than the last.


“Your name sounds so familiar to me,” Nancy
Hudson said, falling into step behind Kristen as she moved from one piece to
the next. “Are you sure we haven’t met before?”


“I don’t think so, Mrs. Hudson,” Kristen
said, smiling.


As soon as she’d met Matt’s mother, she was
struck by her warmth and friendliness. Nancy welcomed them into her “‘humble’
home away from home,” with a hug for each of them, treating Kristen as though
she was a long-lost friend instead of the woman who’d intruded on her quiet
night at home with her husband.


“You recognize the name because we went to
high school together,” Matt said, leaning against the antique reception desk.
“I used to tutor Kris in math.”


Kristen wrinkled her nose. “Math was never
my strong suit. In fact, it still isn’t.”


Nancy laughed and patted Kristen’s forearm.
“I could say the same, my dear. It’s that right brain/left brain thing. My
husband and son are the business gurus. My youngest and I are the
free-spirited, creative ones.”


Matt rolled his eyes. “That’s what Paul
keeps telling people so he won’t have to get a real job. I’m still waiting to
see some evidence of his creativity.”


Nancy waved her hand dismissively. “Your
brother’s still young. He’ll find his way. Look at me. I was thirty-seven
before I finally decided what I wanted to be when I grew up.” Nancy asked
Kristen, “What do you do, dear?”


“I’m an event planner.”


“She’s being modest, Ma. Her company is the
most sought after in town. That’s why I’m trying to talk her into planning High
Rollers’ anniversary party.”


“You know I’d love to, but with my
assistant out of town—”


“Would it help if you had an extra pair of
hands to lighten your load?” Nancy asked, spreading her arms.


Kristen gave Nancy a quick once-over,
trying to decide if she was serious. With her long flowing skirt, colorful
hand-painted jewelry, and chic silver bob, she looked like the quintessential
artist. Kristen didn’t know if she had any experience with event planning and
couldn’t ask without sounding ungrateful. She’d learned long ago an
inexperienced assistant was often worse than no assistant at all.


“Um, that’s very sweet of you to offer,
Mrs. Hudson, but I—”


“Please call me Nancy,” she said. Her
bright blue eyes shone with amusement. “I know you must be asking yourself
whether I’m up to the challenge.”


“No, I—”


“It’s okay.” Nancy laughed. “I’d feel the
same way if someone walked in off the street and asked to apprentice with me.”


“You won’t find a more capable wing woman
than my mother,” Matt said, tongue in cheek. “You wouldn’t know it to look at
her, but her family’s so firmly planted in high society, most of them have
grown roots.”


“Oh behave yourself.” Nancy waved a
dismissive hand in Matt’s direction. “My family has a bit of a reputation in
this town, but…” She ignored Matt’s cough, masking his amusement. “That doesn’t
mean I’ve taken pleasure in big society events the way they all have.”


Kristen felt as though she was being left
out of the loop. She had no idea who Nancy’s family was or whether she would
even recognize her maiden name. “I’m sorry, I’m afraid I’m a bit confused.”


“Lancaster,” Matt said. “My granddaddy was
the mayor before he started Lancaster Funeral Homes.”


“Oh my goodness,” Kristen said. Nancy’s
family was known across the country. They had dozens of funeral homes, and to
her knowledge, the business remained in the family still. “I had no idea.”


Nancy wrinkled her nose. “I can’t say the
business ever appealed to me.” She nodded to a colorful botanical piece on the
wall. “I’d much rather celebrate life than death.”


“I can’t say I disagree with you.” Kristin
thought Matt’s mother seemed so easy-going and down to earth, in spite of her
privileged upbringing.


“At any rate, my family has always enjoyed
making the society pages. They’ve diversified their interests a lot in recent
years, and that means stepping out into the social scene and rubbing elbows
with the rich and snooty.” She giggled like a school girl. “It’s all rather
silly if you ask me, but as long as they help raise money for good causes, I
guess it’s worth it.”


Kristen had planned a lot of the events
Nancy was referring to, but she didn’t take offense. She often wondered how
anyone in their right mind could pay that much to attend one of her
soirées.


“I’m sure our party is nothing compared to
some of the events you’ve taken on, Kristen.” Matt disarmed her with a flash of
perfect white teeth. “But I’d consider it a personal favor.” He winked at her
when his mother’s back was turned. “I’d owe you big time.”


If that kiss last night was any indication
of how he intended to repay his debt, Kristen would gladly clear the decks to
plan his party. “You know I’d love to help you out—”


“As would I,” Nancy said, nudging Kristen.
“So can we put the poor boy out of misery and tell him we’ll do it already?”


Nancy looked so much like a mischievous
pixie that Kristen couldn’t help but laugh. She had no doubt working with
Matt’s mother would be entertaining to say the least.


“I’ll tell you what,” Matt said when
Kristen failed to respond to his mother’s gentle ribbing. “As an incentive,
pick any original in the store, on me.”


Kristen gaped at him. He couldn’t be
serious. From what she had seen, the smaller studies started at two thousand
dollars with the larger pieces ranging between ten and fifteen thousand. “I
couldn’t. I mean, my fee isn’t nearly—”


“Of course you could.” Nancy slipped her
arm through Kristen’s and led her toward a landscape she’d gushed over as soon
as she walked through the door.


The piece had a small white cottage in the
distance with wildflowers meandering around a drawbridge that led to a small
pond. Kristen had fallen in love with it... until she saw the price tag of
twelve thousand dollars.


“If there’s one thing I enjoy, it’s
spending my son’s hard-earned money,” Nancy said, winking at Matt. “You liked
this one, didn’t you?”


“I love it, but it’s too much. I couldn’t
possibly accept this as payment for my services.”


“Who said anything about payment for your
services?” Matt asked, propping one elbow on the tall desk. “I said this was an
incentive to take on the project. You’ll still be paid your normal fee to plan
the party.”


“But that’s ridiculous.” Kristen feared his
mother may get the impression she was trying to take advantage of Matt’s
generosity. “I couldn’t possibly…” She became so flustered, she ran out of
words.


While Kristen was trying to protest, Matt
inched her aside and took the piece off the wall. “Wrap it up and send me the
bill, Ma,” he said, carrying the painting to a small room behind the reception
desk.


“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Nancy
asked, crossing her arms and looking as though she was in no hurry.


Matt’s lips twitched as he stared his
mother down, trying not to smile. “You’re right. Please.”


“Better.” Nancy nodded her approval.


“Nancy, wait.” Kristen reached for her
wrist. “Please, I can’t let you do this. Matt’s not thinking clearly. Give me
some time to make him see that.”


“You’re wasting your time, hon.” Nancy
grinned. “If there’s one thing I can tell you about this one, it’s that he’s as
stubborn as a mule. Once he’s made up his mind about something, there’s no
sense trying to change it.”


“She’s right.” Matt appeared totally
unaffected by his mother’s less-than-favorable characterization.


“But you can’t force me to agree,” Kristen
said through clenched teeth.


“I’ll leave you two to work this out,”
Nancy said, looking from Kristen to her son. When neither of them responded,
Nancy laughed. “It looks like you’ve met your match, Matt.”


Matt waited for her to slip into the back
room before he asked, “What’s wrong? You don’t like that piece?”


“Are you out of your mind? It may be the
most beautiful piece of art I’ve ever seen.”


Kristen loved to visit galleries and
antique shops, but she’d never seen a piece that moved her quite the way
Nancy’s painting did. When she closed her eyes, she imagined wandering through
the brightly colored flowers, holding her lover’s hand and talking about the
life they hoped to build in their little cottage. She often looked at art that
way or tried to imagine what the artist had been thinking when they painted it,
what or who inspired them, and who they saw in the faces of the people they
painted.


“Then I don’t see the problem.” Matt seemed
frustrated, like her stubborn refusal was the only thing standing between him
and something he desperately wanted. Clearly Matt Hudson was used to getting
what he wanted.


“I do love the piece, and I’d love to own
it, more than anything, but I can’t let you buy it for me. It wouldn’t be
right.” Kristen earned a good living, but she invested a good portion back into
the business so she could grow her support staff without having to worry too
much about the lean months. “It may take me a year, but I’d like to pay you in
installments.”


“Kris, that’s really not necessary.” Matt
looked remorseful. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to back you into a corner or make
you uncomfortable.” He sighed and reached for her hands. “It’s just that I saw
how your eyes lit up when you walked in and saw that piece, and I want you to
have it.”


Kristen couldn’t remember when a man had
given her a gift just because he wanted to make her smile. She felt like an
ungrateful shrew, throwing Matt’s generosity back in his face. “I’m the one who
should be sorry. You tried to do something unbelievably nice for me, and I
respond by getting upset.”


“I usually date women who expect expensive
gifts from me.” Nuzzling her hair, he said, “I keep forgetting you’re not like
anyone else. That’s why I can’t seem to let you go.”


Kristen let his words sink in and warm her
all over. The more he said he wanted to be with her, the easier it was to
believe him. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”


He looked her in the eye, obviously trying
to decide if she was softening. “Does that mean you’ll agree to have dinner
with me tomorrow night? It doesn’t have to be at High Rollers. We can go
anywhere you want.”


She wrapped her arms around his waist and
tipped her head back to look at him. “We should stick to High Rollers. If your
mother and I are going to plan this anniversary party, I’ll need to get a feel
for the place, won’t I?”


Matt picked her up and kissed her
thoroughly. “You won’t regret this, I promise.” He set her down when she nudged
his shin with her dangling feet.


“I know I won’t.” Kristen couldn’t remember
the last time she’d been so excited about an event. She was determined to plan
a party that would make Matt and his partners proud while giving every other
event planner in Texas something to aspire to. No doubt about it, people would
talk about High Rollers’ anniversary for a long, long time to come.











Chapter Six


 


Matt sat at the bar the following
evening feeling antsier with every second. He’d wanted to pick Kristen up, but
she texted him to say she was running late and would just meet him at the bar.
That made it feel too much like a business meeting, and he didn’t want her to
have any doubt that he considered it a date. Sure, he wanted her to plan the
party for them, but only because he was anxious to spend more time with her.


“What’s got you lookin’ like your
underwear’s too tight?” Jaxon asked, wrapping his arm around Matt’s neck and squeezing
until Matt winced and shoved his arm away.


“I’m meeting Kristen. She’s running a
little late.”


Jaxon chuckled and claimed the bar stool
beside his friend. “If we’re talking about that hot little event planner,
chances are she got a better offer.”


Matt hid a grimace behind his glass. Jaxon
was just giving him a hard time. Still, Matt couldn’t ignore the fear in his
gut. What if she had stood him up?


“Hey, I’m just messin’ with ya, man.” Jaxon
nodded to the bartender, who set a shot of Jack Daniels on the bar. “She
probably got tied up at work. So is she gonna plan the party for us or what?”


“Hopefully we’ll firm up the details
tonight,” Matt muttered. Business was the last thing on his mind, but they
didn’t have any time to waste if they wanted it to be a party that made
headlines.


“How did she respond when you asked her?”
Jaxon asked, raising his glass.


“She said she was swamped, and her
assistant is out of town.”


“So why didn’t you just find someone else?”


“Because I want her.” Any and every way
I can get her.


“I can see that, but I’m talking about the
party. Why didn’t you just ask someone else to plan it?” He grinned before
sipping his favorite drink.


“My mother offered to help. I think that
may have helped convince Kristen to take it on.”


“Your mother?” Jaxon’s lip twitched.
“You’ve introduced her to your parents already? I thought the last girl to meet
your mama was the ex-wife from hell.”


Matt’s friends and partners made no secret
of the fact they despised his ex-wife. He would have been as indignant had a
woman ever pulled the same stunt on any one of them, so he never stopped Jaxon
from taking shots at Robin.


“Kristen saw some of my mother’s art at my
place. She was intrigued, so I took her by the gallery. It was no big deal.”
Jaxon would consider it a big deal if he learned Matt had insisted on buying
her an original, even though Kristen refused to accept it as a gift.


“So you guys have been out before? I mean,
this isn’t your first date?”


Matt suspected every date would feel like
the first with her. No one had ever set him on edge the way Kristen did. “I
passed by her office to ask her about the party. We talked about our high
school reunion. We both went…” Matt’s thoughts drifted to the way that evening
had ended. He hadn’t pushed when she said she had to leave. She was running hot
and cold, and he needed confirmation that she was into him before he could let
his defenses down.


“And?”


“We left together. She came back to my
place. We went to Fredericksburg the next day then to my mama’s gallery.” Matt
rolled his eyes when a sly grin appeared on Jaxon’s face. “She didn’t spend the
night, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


“Why the hell not?” Jaxon shook his head.
“Man, that bitch really did a number on you, didn’t she? You have to let it go.
Not all women are like Robin.”


“I know that. Kris is nothing like Robin.
She’s been burned before too. Her ex-fiancé was a real asshole. I don’t think
she’s ready to start seeing someone else yet.”


“Does that mean she turned you down when
you asked?”


“You could say that.” Matt didn’t worry
about his pride with his buddies. They shared everything, including their
trials and tribulations with women. He never would have gotten through his
divorce and the bleak months before and after it if not for his partners.


“So, what’re you gonna do?”


Matt shrugged. “See how it all plays out, I
guess.” He smiled when he thought about how much fun they’d had yesterday. “I
had it bad for her back in high school, and nothing’s changed. She could still
have me wrapped around her finger.”


Jaxon narrowed his eyes. “I don’t think I
like the sound of that. Sounds like the way things were with Robin. I thought
you’d learned your lesson.”


“I have.”


“You’ve had the right attitude about all
the girls you’ve dated since the divorce. Love ‘em and leave ‘em.”


Jaxon was right, but Matt had
subconsciously been waiting for someone who made him feel the way Kristen did.
He liked being in love and enjoyed being in a committed relationship. In spite
of the fact that Robin had broken his heart, he was ready to try again.


“Is that right?”


Matt groaned inwardly when he heard
Kristen’s voice behind them. Talk about lousy timing. He slowly pivoted as he
tried to think of what to say to erase Jaxon’s words from her mind. “Hey,
Kris.” Reaching for her hand, he slid off the stool. He felt the tension
radiating from her, but at least she didn’t try to pull away when he brushed
his lips across hers. “Glad you could make it.”


“I hope I didn’t interrupt.” She shot a
glance at Jaxon.


“No, not at all,” Matt said, trying to
downplay his chat with his partner. “Kristen, this is one of my partners and
best friends, Jaxon Davis. Jaxon, Kristen Beck.”


Jaxon stood, offering his hand. “Matt’s
told me a lot about you. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


Kristen couldn’t hide her skepticism as she
shook Jaxon’s hand. “I’ll just bet he has.” She looked at Matt before returning
her attention to Jaxon. “It’s nice to meet you too, Jaxon.”


“I’ll leave you two to your dinner.” Jaxon
reached for his drink. “I’m gonna head back to the office. Grayson’s supposed
to be meeting me in a bit. Are you guys having dinner in the private suite?”


“That’s the plan,” Matt said, wishing Jaxon
hadn’t made it sound like a sex den. It was a private room where they hosted
weekly poker games for a group of friends and V.I.P. customers.


“Cool, I’ll catch up with you later then.”
Jaxon grinned at Kristen. “I really hope this guy can talk you into planning
this party for us. We need all the help we can get.”


Kristen smiled, clearly softening. “He may
be able to convince me.”


“If he can’t, maybe I can.” He winked at
Kristen before smirking at Matt.


Matt was used to his buddies flirting with
the beautiful women he brought to the bar. It had never bothered him, but he
glared at Jaxon, letting him know to back off. “Don’t let us keep you.”


Jaxon chuckled. “I can take a hint. I hope
to see you again real soon, Kristen.”


“Apparently you can’t take a hint.”
Matt reached for Kristen’s hand. “Get lost.”


Kristen allowed Matt to lead her through
the crowd. He tried to avoid engaging in conversation with any of the regulars
who slapped his back or offered a hand as he walked past. He just wanted to get
her alone so he could try to explain Jaxon’s comment.


Once they were finally inside the dimly lit
wood-panelled room, he closed the door and faced her. “About what Jaxon said—”


“It’s okay,” she said, raising a hand. “You
don’t owe me an explanation. What you do and with whom you do it is your
business.”


“Damn it, don’t do that. Don’t shut me down
again just because you heard something you didn’t like.” He sighed when her
features tightened, sending him a clear message that he was only making matters
worse.


She crossed her arms, letting him know that
she’d already made up her mind about him. “Fine, if you want to talk, talk. I’m
listening.”


“Like you, I’ve been burned before.” He
dropped his head. The last thing he wanted to talk about was his marriage and
the reason it ended, but he knew she wouldn’t feel at ease around him until he
offered some explanation. “The way I’ve approached relationships has been
different since then, to say the least. I was only interested in having fun.”


“Good to know.” She stepped back.


Frustrated, he said, “But it’s not like
that with you. You need to know that. I don’t know where this is going, but I’d
sure as hell like to find out.”


“How many women are you dating right now?”


The question stunned him. “I… uh…” He
couldn’t avoid answering it without looking as though he has something to hide.


“It’s a simple question. How many women
have you been out with in the last month?”


Admitting he couldn’t remember for certain
would definitely be the wrong course of action. He lifted a shoulder. “A few.”


“A few as in three?”


The lingering look they shared confirmed
they both knew it was more than that.


“Five, eight, ten? What’s the number,
Matt?”


“I don’t know, okay?” He threw his hands
up, thinking he would throttle Jaxon the first chance he got. If he hadn’t
planted another seed of doubt in Kristen’s mind, they wouldn’t even be having
that conversation.


“Wow, that many.” She was going for
sarcasm, but the flash of pain in her bright blue eyes told him how
disappointed she was.


“I was just having a little fun.” That was
a weak excuse, but it was the truth. Matt had always been the steadfast one. He
was the guy others came to when they had a problem, the one who had treated
every woman like she belonged on a pedestal, the way his mama taught him. But
Robin changed all of that. She convinced him that not all women deserved his
respect and reverence.


He stroked her face, knowing that he was
probably crossing some line. He didn’t care. If that was his last chance with
her, he intended to make sure she couldn’t forget him, just as he hadn’t been
able to forget her. “I know that’s not what you want to hear, but I’m trying to
be honest with you. I won’t tell you what you want to hear just ‘cause it’ll
help me make my case. You deserve better than that. You deserve the best of me,
and that’s what I’d like to give you.”


She looked uncertain, but at least she
wasn’t backing out of the room. “I’m not interested in dating a player. I know
it may seem a little old-fashioned, but when I’m dating a man, I want to be the
only one.”


“Okay.” He could live with her terms. He
wouldn’t want to date anyone else as long as he had Kristen.


“Okay? Just like that you’re ready to give
up all the others?”


“Just like that.” He stepped closer,
closing the distance between them. His lips hovered just above hers, but he
wasn’t about to mess up by proceeding before he got the green light. He’d
waited for her a long time. It wouldn’t kill him to wait a little longer,
especially since he finally had a chance with her.


“I want to believe you.”


She looked so earnest, and he realized that
was what had been missing in every other relationship he’d ever had: raw vulnerability
and complete honesty. He’d never lied to any of the women he’d been with, but
neither party had worn their hearts on their sleeves either. He wanted things
to be different with Kristen.


“You can believe me. I promise.” His lips
grazed hers, and her hands moved to his shoulders. At first he wasn’t sure
whether she would push him away or draw him closer, but within a few seconds,
he had his answer. He eased into the kiss, content to let her set the pace. He
explored her mouth, letting her know without words that he believed they had
all the time in the world to delve into their feelings.


She broke the kiss, looking a little
flushed and dazed. “I can’t deny I’m attracted to you.”


He smiled, admiring her sweetness and
innocence. Life may have dealt her a few bad hands, but he could tell she still
held out hope that she would eventually get her happily ever after. He hadn’t
given up on marriage or kids either, or the life he’d been dreaming of when he
slipped that ring on Robin’s finger. His ex-wife may have quashed his spirit
for a while, but she hadn’t stolen his dreams.


“Good to know,” he said.


A tap on the door, followed by the voice of
one of his servers, prompted Kristen to step out of his arms.


Matt opened the door and smiled at the
young waitress they’d hired a few weeks ago. “Hey, Kimberly.”


“Hi, Matt,” she said, smiling shyly. “I’m
sorry to disturb you.” She cast a nervous glance in Kristen’s direction. “The
chef told me to ask whether he should start your appetizers.”


“Please, and you can bring in the bottle of
wine I selected.”


“Of course, I’ll get it right away,” she
said, lowering her head in deference. She hadn’t been with them long enough to
know that he and his partners didn’t expect to be treated like royalty just
because they owned the place.


“Thanks, Kimberly.” Closing the door, he
turned to Kristen. “I hope you don’t mind that I ordered for us.”


“No, of course not.” She smiled as she
pulled out one of the chairs at the table set for two in the middle of the
spacious room. “Who better than you to know what’s good?”


He helped her get settled before sitting
across from her. Before he could tell her how lovely she looked, Kimberly was
back with their wine. “Come in,” he said when she knocked.


Kimberly walked in, still clearly nervous
to be waiting on her boss and his date. “I have your wine, sir.”


Matt frowned as Kristen’s lips twitched.
She could tell he felt uncomfortable when people kowtowed to him. “Great,
thanks.”


He watched Kimberly fumble to open the
bottle, and he barely suppressed a sigh. He hoped nerves were getting the best
of her and she wasn’t that inept when serving their customers. The managers in
each restaurant were responsible for hiring their own staff, and he suspected
Toby hired Kimberly because of her looks instead of her experience.


“I’m sorry,” she said, blushing furiously.
“I think I’ve got it now.”


Kristen gave the young woman a warm smile.
“It’s no problem. Take your time.”


Matt’s respect for Kristen heightened. It
was important for him to feel good about the way the lady in his life treated
people. After Robin’s blatant disrespect for his employees, and all service
people for that matter, he vowed he would look for the warning signs before he
got sucked into a similar relationship.


Kimberly gave Kristen a grateful smile as
she splashed some merlot into Matt’s glass, inviting him to sample it.


He swirled it before taking a sip and
nodding. “Good, thank you.”


Kimberly poured some into each of their
glasses before setting the bottle on the table. “Your appetizers should be
ready in a few minutes.” She backed out of the room.


“Perfect, thanks.” Matt reached for
Kristen’s hand. When he heard the door close with a soft click, he said, “You
were very sweet to her.”


Kristen smiled and set her napkin in her
lap with her free hand. “I was that girl not so long ago, waiting tables and
counting down the hours ‘til my shift ended.” She shrugged. “After my dad left,
he paid for essentials like tuition, but I had to work to pay for books and
parking.”


He sensed her father’s abandonment was
still a big deal for her, but he didn’t want to get into that yet. “Did the
gallery deliver your piece today?”


“Yes, they delivered it to my office this
morning. Thank you again. It’s incredible.” She laughed a little
self-consciously. “Sometimes I find myself just staring at it when I should be
working. I’ve always wished I could do something creative like that. You know,
create something beautiful from little more than an idea.”


His mother had instilled appreciation for
art in him at an early age, and it had only grown with time. “That must be the
reason we both love antiques. There’s something about the workmanship. What
those furniture makers were able to do with a piece of wood and a little
imagination was nothing short of brilliant, if you ask me.”


“I think so too. I have to admit, I was
pleasantly surprised to see your home. It was nothing like what I expected.”


“Really? What did you expect, something big
and ostentatious?” He knew he’d hit the nail on the head when she blushed and
reached for her glass. “I’ve grown up with money, but that doesn’t mean the
world has to know how deep my pockets are.” Matt liked nice things as much as
the next person, but he’d never felt the need to have the biggest house, most
expensive car, or flashiest jewelry. The people impressed by those things
weren’t worth trying to impress. The people who liked him in spite of his
wealth, not because of it, were the ones he was interested in getting to know
better.


“I admire that.” She seemed to consider her
next statement carefully. “In my line of work, I meet a lot of wealthy men, but
not many who feel the way you do.”


He could only imagine how hard some of
those rich guys would work to impress a woman like Kristen, and it concerned
him a little. “It doesn’t take long to figure out what’s important in life.” He
smiled. “Especially with parents like mine.”


“What does that mean?” She leaned back as
though she was settling in to enjoy his life story.


“My mother is the quintessential artist, as
I’m sure you could probably tell. Give her a brightly lit room, paints,
brushes, and a blank canvas, and she’s content. That’s all she really needs to
be happy, and she instilled that in me from an early age. Material possessions
can’t make you happy. At best, they temporarily fill a void for people who
can’t figure out what they want.”


Kristen’s face lit up. “I love that. I’ve
always felt the same way. Doing what I love is the reward for me.” She appeared
a little self-conscious about her enthusiastic response. “Sure, it’s nice that
I don’t have to worry about paying bills now that my business has taken off,
and it’s nice to be recognized and appreciated for what I do, but the truth is,
I’d do it for free.”


He squeezed her hand and smiled at her
enthusiasm for her work. Being surrounded by professional athletes and business
men at the top of their game, he realized how rare it was for people to feel
the kind of passion Kristen did for her vocation. “We’ll keep that our little
secret. We wouldn’t want word to get out that you’d work for free. I can only
imagine how many people would expect it.”


She withdrew her hand to reach for her wine
glass. “Let’s drink to loving what you do and being lucky enough to do what you
love.”


He touched his glass to hers, his eyes
trained on the fire sparkling in her blue eyes. “Cheers.” If he hadn’t been so
enthralled, he would have thought to make the toast sooner. Kristen had always
had that effect on him, leaving him tongue-tied while he scrambled for
something witty to say.


“Tell me about your father,” she said
before taking another sip of wine. “Is he anything like your mother, because I
have to say, she seems wonderful.”


Kristen’s assessment couldn’t have been
more accurate. His mother was the warmest, most loving woman Matt had ever
known. “Not really. He’s the pragmatic one. He has a rather large accounting
firm downtown.” Matt grinned. “Yes, he does fit the stereotype.”


“So that’s where you got your affinity for
numbers?” She arched an eyebrow. “I should have known.”


“I suppose so.” His father had always
taught his sons the importance of doing well in school. Matt, unlike his
younger brother, has taken his father’s advice to heart. “He’s definitely the
practical one in the family. He doesn’t believe in taking risks, which was why
he was so concerned when we decided to start High Rollers. Dad thought going
into business with friends would be a disaster.”


“Obviously he was wrong.”


“Yeah.” Matt smiled. “It feels good to
prove him wrong every once in a while. The old man still thinks he knows it
all.”


“But you’re close?” Kristen brought her
glass to her mouth but held it instead of taking a sip.


“Very. I wouldn’t be who I am or where I am
without my parents. No way will I ever forget that.”


Kristen appeared satisfied by his response.
She set her glass down, and her eyes softened as she reached for his hand.
“You’re a good man.”


Feeling uncomfortable with the praise,
especially since he knew he was a far cry from being considered for sainthood,
he brought her hand to his lips. “As long as you think so. Your opinion is
important to me. Very important.”


A tap on the door made Matt groan inwardly.
He wanted to hear Kristen’s every thought. “Come in, Kimberly.”


“I have your appetizers,” she said,
standing in the doorway with a tray.


“Great.” He waited for her to set down the
seafood platter and bread basket. “Thank you, it looks delicious.”


“Just let me know if you need anything
else.” She refilled their wine glasses before leaving.


“It must be difficult for you.” Kristen
reached for a piece of grilled calamari and a shrimp. “Knowing when women are
interested in you for you instead of”—she gestured to the velvet window
treatments, mahogany paneling, and Persian rug—“this.”


“My father taught me a good lesson early
on.” He filled his plate with an assortment of fresh seafood. “He bought me a
Porsche when I was in college.”


Looking amused, Kristen asked, “How that
was supposed to teach you a lesson?”


“He knew girls would look at me differently
when they realized my family had money, and he was right.” He dipped a piece of
lobster in warm butter. “It was like I wasn’t the same guy just ‘cause I had a
fancy set of wheels.”


“So you learned how to read people?” Taking
a bite of lobster off the fork he offered, she closed her eyes, savoring it.


“I’d like to say yes, but I went on to make
a colossal mistake with Robin.” He didn’t want to think about his ex-wife, but
it was important for Kristen to understand that he knew how it felt to be
betrayed. He thought the shared experience may help her open up to him and
bring them closer. “She was interested in me for one reason only, and it sure
as hell wasn’t love.”


“Then she was a fool,” Kristen said,
sounding indignant on his behalf. “If she didn’t realize how amazing you are in
spite of your big bank account, not because of it, then she didn’t deserve
you.”


Matt fell just a little bit harder, and
that scared and thrilled him. “You’re right. But it took me a long time and a
lot of heartache before I realized that.”


“I guess we all have to endure a little
heartache before we find the one, huh?”


The room fell silent as their eyes trapped
each other’s, and Matt knew they were wondering if it was possible they’d
finally found who they’d been looking for.











Chapter Seven


 


Kristen never wanted the night to end.
When Matt’s driver pulled up in front of her condo building, she heard herself
say, “Would you like to come in for a cup of coffee?”


Matt grinned. “I thought you’d never ask.”


Talking to Matt was so effortless, the way
it had always been. Even though they’d never dated, she always thought he was
sweet and charming. He wore confidence like a custom suit, and she couldn’t
deny she was wildly attracted to him. They waited for the driver to open the
door before stepping out on to the curb.


“I’ll text you when I’m ready, Lawrence,”
Matt said.


“Take your time, sir. I’ll just be at the
coffee shop ‘round the corner playing Angry Birds.”


Kristen laughed at the image of the
distinguished-looking fifty-something driver playing the game.


Lawrence smiled when she covered her mouth.
“My teenagers got me hooked on it. I have to admit, it helps pass the time.”


She imagined his job could be boring
without some form of entertainment. “I blame my assistant for getting me
hooked,” she said in a stage whisper. “We’ll have to match skills sometime, but
I’ll warn you, I’m pretty good.”


Looking utterly charmed, Lawrence said, “As
am I, madam. It would be my pleasure.”


Matt chuckled and led Kristen into her
building. He waited until they were on the elevator heading to the eighth floor
before he said, “I love that you still have that way of making people feel at
ease.”


Kristen had always been a people person,
which was the reason she’d gotten into event planning. By far, her favorite
events were weddings and anniversary parties. Being able to share in moments happy
couples and their loved ones would never forget was special. “It’s not always
so easy. Some people are more difficult to deal with than others. But I’m sure
I don’t have to tell you that. In your line of work, you must meet maddening
people all the time.”


“I try not to let them get to me.” He
wrapped his hands around the railing behind him and studied her. “I learned
that if someone is having a bad day, I don’t have to let that define mine.”


She loved how positive he was and how
fearless he seemed. She could use a few pointers in that area. “I’ll have to
keep that in mind next time I’m dealing with an irate client or negligent
supplier.”


They stepped off the elevator, and Matt
reached for her keys. Looking up at him, she was struck by the fact that he had
everything she’d ever been looking for in a life partner. He was handsome,
considerate, charming, successful, intelligent, compassionate…


“Why are you looking at me like that?” he
asked, pausing at her door.


“I was just thinking how glad I am that you
walked back into my life.” She wasn’t usually so forward, but she felt at ease
with him in a way she never had with another man.


“I’d like to say it was by chance, but we
both know I’d be lying.” He unlocked her door and ushered her inside. “I sought
you out after I saw that magazine article.”


Kristen couldn’t deny the little thrill his
admission gave her. Matt could have his choice of women and he’d chosen her.
She may have been a fool not to acknowledge his crush when they were kids.
“Why?”


“Because I wanted to see you again.” He
skimmed his hand down her cheek. “I wanted to know if it would still be there.”


“If what would?” she asked, feeling short
of breath.


“The exhilaration, the excitement…” He
smiled and curled his hand around her cheek. “Every time I caught a glimpse of
you in the hall, I’d get butterflies in my stomach.” He chuckled softly. “I
can’t even believe I’m telling you that.”


“I’m glad you are.” Kristen moved a
fraction of an inch closer, close enough to let him know it still wasn’t close
enough. She had a sudden and powerful vision of having him as close as two
people could be. She wanted to experience that more than she’d wanted anything
in a long time. “Do you still feel that way about me?”


His eyes traveled over her face. “I was
just a kid then. A kid with a crush on the most popular girl in school.”


Kristen held her breath, waiting for him to
continue. She prayed his words wouldn’t send her crashing down from the cloud
she was floating on.


“I’m a man now. A man who knows what love
means and how easy it is to get your heart broken when you’re not careful about
who you give it to. But something tells me you’re not the kind of woman who
would make a promise you don’t intend to keep.” He grazed her mouth with his,
leaving her wanting more. “If you told me you loved me… If you told me you
wanted to be with me forever, I know I’d be able to count on that.”


Love? Forever? Like a bucket of ice water, those words woke Kristen from her
fantasy. Clearing her throat delicately, she stepped back. “Can I get you
something to drink?”


His brows creased as he reached for her
hand. “I’m sorry. Did I overstep?”


“No, nothing like that.” She hoped she
sounded convincing. “It’s just that… well…”


She didn’t know what was wrong with her.
Matt was the most incredible man she’d met, yet the little voice in her head
warned her to proceed with caution. She couldn’t figure out why. Matt didn’t
seem like the kind of guy with skeletons buried in his closet, but neither did
Robert. The problem was she no longer trusted her instincts.


“I’m sorry, I guess I just need to take
this slow.” She feared he wouldn’t be willing to wait for her to come around to
his way of thinking. Men like Matt were rarely asked to wait while a girl made
up her mind, and she couldn’t blame him for feeling frustrated and confused.
She reached for his hand. “I think you’re amazing. I hope you know that.”


The fine lines fanning out from his eyes
deepened with his smile. “The feeling is definitely mutual.”


“I want to keep seeing you…” More than
anything. “But I can’t help wanting to be cautious about getting too
serious right away.”


When he looked taken aback, Kristen cursed
herself for assuming he was thinking along those lines. Maybe she was the only
one looking toward the future. Maybe he was content to enjoy their relationship
moment to moment.


“I’m sorry.” Withdrawing her hand, she
turned away and made a beeline for the kitchen. She hoped he would give her a
moment to collect herself, but the sound of his footsteps behind her told her
that was not his intent.


“Don’t do that.” Turning her to face him,
he whispered, “Don’t you know you can say anything to me? Whatever you’re
thinking, whatever you’re feeling, I want to know.”


She was relieved that he didn’t seem put
off by her outburst. “I appreciate that, but I think we should save this
conversation for another day. We’ve had a wonderful evening. Let’s not spoil
it, okay?”


“How would talking about our feelings spoil
anything? Unless we’re not on the same page?”


She saw the uncertainty in his eyes and
hated that she’d put it there. Matt’s ex had obviously put him through the
emotional wringer, and the last thing she wanted was to be accused of doing the
same. “I’m crazy about you.” She was rewarded for her honesty when his face lit
up like a kid opening a coveted birthday present.


His mellow baritone was laced with control
when he said, “Good, then we’re on the same page. I’m crazy about you too,
Kris.”


For once, Kristen was tempted to let go. To
give herself to a man without thinking about the consequences or assuming the
worst. Since her father’s betrayal, she had always secretly assumed every man
would break her heart. But Matt had done nothing to deserve her distrust.


“Now that we’ve established that,” she
said, barely recognizing the sound of her own voice, “what do you suggest we do
about it?” She expected a glib response triggered by his hormones.


“You know, I think subconsciously, I may
have done all this just to become the man I thought you deserved.”


“Excuse me?”


“It’s no secret I had a crush on you in
high school, but I didn’t ask you out because I knew you’d be embarrassed to be
seen with me.”


“Don’t say that.” She flattened her hand
against his solid chest. She hated to think that she had been so shallow she
wouldn’t have seen his obvious appeal no matter what he looked like. “I would
have gone out with you—”


“I know you would have. You were sweet and
kind, and you wouldn’t have wanted to hurt my feelings. But that’s not the way
I wanted it to be.” His eyes gripped hers, analyzing her reaction. “I wanted
you to be proud to be with me, like you were tonight.”


She couldn’t deny she loved walking through
his crowded bar while holding his hand and watching every head turn. Women had
been envious that she was the one lucky enough to leave with him.


“I won’t pretend I had this planned, seeing
you again. I didn’t. But feeling the way I did about myself and the way I felt
about you made me realize that wasn’t the man I wanted to be. So I changed, and
I liked my reflection more and more every day. Not just because of the way I
looked, but because of the way I felt. I was proud of myself, proud of my
accomplishments, and that made me walk a little taller.”


Kristen knew that confession couldn’t be
easy for him, but she was glad he’d told her that. It gave her more insight
into the man she was falling in love with. That realization should have
startled her, but it didn’t. It felt too right to be wrong.


“Eventually I got to a place where I
realized other people’s opinions didn’t matter anymore. The only person I had to
impress was myself,” he said.


“For what it’s worth, you’ve impressed me
too. A lot.” Tilting her head, she hoped he would take the hint and kiss her.


“It’s worth a lot.” His body barely touched
hers, yet she felt the connection from the crown of her head to her toes. “More
than you know.”


“I said before that I wanted to take things
slow,” she said, still wondering if putting herself out there would be as
traumatic as she feared. “Maybe I was wrong about that.” His expression didn’t
change or give her a hint about his thoughts, so she forced herself to
continue. “Maybe overthinking things, being too cautious, is the mistake I’ve
always made. Maybe just this once, I should act on impulse.”


“What’s your gut telling you?”


He seemed determined to torture her, to
make her spell it out for him. “It’s telling me to take what I want for once
without thinking about tomorrow.”


Before he could ask her what she wanted,
she decided to show him. Curling her hand around the back of his neck, she
brought his head down, pausing only a brief second before their mouths
collided.


 


***


 


Matt couldn’t remember a time when he’d
been more turned on or more desperate to find a bed. Hell, any flat surface
would do. He and Kristen were already tearing at each other’s clothes, kissing deeply
as she walked him backward down the hall to her bedroom. A thousand times in
his fantasies, he’d lived that moment. He almost feared the real event could
never live up to those dreams, but somehow he knew it would.


He kicked the door closed, barely noticing
the small, feminine bedroom. Pink was the only color he saw because it covered
the queen-sized bed dominating the room. If he’d had his way, he would have
taken her back to his place so they could make love in his big antique bed, but
anywhere would do as long as she had no regrets in the morning. He didn’t know
where that thought came from. It forced him to pull back, drawing his lips from
hers.


“What’s wrong?” she asked, barely able to
force her eyes open.


“You’re sure this is what you want?” He gripped
her shoulders, desperate for her to see him, to acknowledge that their
night together was more than just a moment of abandon. “Because once we make
love, there’s no going back, and I don’t want to.” He was trying to tell her
that it was the start of a relationship he hoped would last for a long time,
maybe forever.


“I know that.” She gave him a reassuring
smile. “I love that you care enough to ask whether I’m having second thoughts.
Most men wouldn’t.”


“I’m not most men.” When he was in, he was
all in. No reservations. No holding back.


“I can see that.” Her eyes toured his
chest, settling on his defined abs. “I’ve only seen a body like yours in ads.”


“I’m serious.” He shook her shoulders just
enough to draw her attention back to his face. “I want you to want me because
being with me makes you feel good, because I make you laugh even when you’re
having a bad day. I want you to need me because you can’t imagine your life
without me.” Her last relationship had left her jaded, and he needed
confirmation he wasn’t even sure he had the right to ask for.


She stroked his face, looking a little
reverent as she got lost in his eyes. “I know it hasn’t been long, but it’s
been long enough for me to realize you make me feel things I’ve never felt
before.”


He loved that he was making her life
better, because she was definitely taking his to new levels of ecstasy. They
hadn’t even made love yet. “I just had to be sure.”


Peeling the rest of her clothes off, he
chastised himself for putting himself out there. She may see him as an insecure
guy who needed constant reassurance because he still didn’t feel he was good
enough for the prom queen, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. He knew
he deserved her. He could make her happy, but she had to let him.


When their remaining clothes were lying in
a heap on the floor, Kristen tugged his hands, pulling him closer to the edge
of the bed. Their mouths skimmed each other’s flesh as they exchanged words
that fell through the cracks of Matt’s consciousness. He was beyond thought; he
could only feel. It seemed her hands were everywhere, stroking him, gliding
over his chest, shoulders, and arms as she opened her mouth to his. He knew
even if she spent a lifetime exploring his body, it would never be enough.


“I’ve wanted you for so long,” he
whispered, coming down on top of her. “It almost seems surreal.”


Her self-satisfied smile made her eyes glow
with mischief in the dim light. “This is as real as it gets. I trust you’re
about to prove it to me.”


Taking that as a challenge, he got lost in
proving that he was the real deal, a man committed to her pleasure. Stroking
her and watching his fingers glide over her slick flesh as she moaned his name
drove every other sexual experience out of his mind. He felt as if he’d just
been practicing for the main event that would define his future.


Her slight gasps could barely be heard over
the drumming of his heart, but Matt felt every hitch in her breathing through
every nerve ending in his body. “You’re so incredible,” he said. Even more
incredible was the way she made him feel, as though he’d been reborn. Having
her in his life erased the past few years from his memory as though they’d
never happened.


“So are you.”


He lowered his head, teasing her with his
mouth before closing his lips over the taut peak. He realized how sensitive her
breasts were when just a few brushes of his tongue had her crying out his name
and arching into his hand. He wanted to never forget the sound of his name on
her lips when she came for him the first time. The first of what he hoped would
be many…


“Matt,” she whispered, grasping his
shoulder. “I…”


He knew she was too sensitive to continue
enduring his decadent torture, but he couldn’t get enough. Experiencing her
release only made him want to do it all over again. “What’s wrong, baby?” he
asked, smiling as he continued to worship the most beautiful breasts he had
ever laid eyes on. “Calling a time-out so soon in the game?”


He realized his mistake as soon as her eyes
darkened. She rolled over, pulling the sheet up to cover her chest.


He kissed her shoulder. “Hey, poor choice
of words. You know this isn’t a game.”


She looked at him over her shoulder. “Are
you sure about that?”


“As sure as I’ve ever been about anything.”
Life had no guarantees, but he couldn’t imagine a time when he wouldn’t be
attracted to her.


Kristen rolled onto her back with the sheet
still separating them. “Being with you feels so right. And that scares me,
maybe more than it should.”


“Love is scary.” His body moved to
partially cover hers. “There’s no way to avoid the fear. The only thing you can
do is to move through it. Running from it isn’t an option unless you want to
spend the rest of your life miserable and alone.”


“I don’t want that,” she said, her eyes
reflecting her sincerity.


“Neither do I.” He smiled, trying to put
her at ease. “So I guess there’s only one thing for us to do.”


“What’s that?”


“Trust each other.”


“Trust each other.” She repeated the words
as though she needed to try them on for size. After a period long enough to
make Matt fear his heart had stopped beating, Kristen said, “I think I can do
that.”


“Good.” He would always be there to break
her fall, and in time, she would believe that.


She kissed him, mirroring the passion he
felt. “There are condoms in the drawer.”


Condoms. Matt
cursed himself for not thinking about protection. He was diligent about safe
sex, and the fact that he hadn’t been the one to suggest it proved she was the
only thing on his mind. Reaching into her nightstand, his jaw tightened when he
saw a photo of her wrapped in Robert’s arms. She was wearing his ring, planning
a future with him.


“Is something wrong?” she asked, sitting up
and kissing his shoulder. Her eyes drifted to the picture. “Sorry, I guess I
forgot that was in there.”


Matt knew it was ridiculous to feel jealous
of a man who was no longer in her life. She had a right to a past. He couldn’t
help but wonder if they would have been each other’s only lovers if she’d
fallen in love with him in high school. Forcing himself to focus on the
present, he wasted no time taking care of the business at hand before rolling
onto his back and reaching for her.


She covered his body with hers, smiling at
him as her long, silky blond hair created a curtain on either side of them.
“Does this mean I have to do all the work?”


He laughed, taken aback by her sarcasm when
he thought she would have been apprehensive. “Definitely not. I just wanted to
watch you.” He brushed her hair away from her face so he could look into her
eyes. “You’re still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”


She glanced down at his Robin tattoo. “Are
you sure about that?”


“I’m talking about beauty that comes from
the inside, not surface beauty.” A frown drew creases between her arched brows,
and he grinned. “Don’t worry, you have both. In spades.”


“Nice save, Hudson,” she muttered. She
linked her hands with his as she explored his chest with her mouth. “Hmmm,
tastes even better than it looks.”


“Keep that up,” he said, when she moved
dangerously lower, “and we’re never going to get to the main event.” He
blanketed his body with hers, nudging her legs apart with his knee.


She took the hint, impaling herself on him
slowly and carefully. Her eyes studied him with curious intensity. In seconds,
their bodies found a staggering rhythm that confirmed Matt’s instincts were
right. Years ago, his heart led him to her. Years later, his body and mind were
leading him back. He gripped her hips, trying to slow a pace that threatened to
do him in. He cast an approving glance over her smooth, tanned skin as her breasts
bobbed with the gentle rhythm of their bodies. Her head was thrown back, her
hands planted firmly on his chest, as her breasts surged at the intimacy of his
touch.


He reached for her and took his time to
kiss her thoroughly. “I’m in love with you. You know that, don’t you?”


She tensed, as he suspected she might. But
he didn’t care. He hadn’t lived on the safe side of the street for years, and
he didn’t intend to move back.


“I…”


“It’s okay,” he said, tightening his arms
around her. “You don’t have to say anything.” He focused all of his attention
on her body as a ploy to protect his fragile heart. If he stopped her from
saying something he didn’t want to hear, he could enjoy the bliss for a few
more minutes.


“I’m falling in love with you too, Matt.”


Like fireworks on the fourth of July, her
whispered admission set Matt off. Thankfully, she was right there with him.











Chapter Eight


 


Matt should have looked utterly
ridiculous in her tiny bedroom, amidst the pale pink pillows and soft white
bear her brother had given her for her birthday the year he died, but he
didn’t. He looked as though he belonged there. In her bed. In her arms. In her
life.


Opening one eye, he grinned at her. “You’ve
been staring at me for a while. Any particular reason?”


It was too early to wake up, especially
when she could lounge in bed with a gorgeous man. So instead of throwing off
the covers and telling him about her early meeting, Kristen snuggled deeper
into his arms with a contented sigh.


He chuckled as his strong arms closed around
her. “My sentiments exactly.”


“Hmmm…” She kissed his chest. “I could get
used to this.”


“You’re not the only one,” he said, kissing
her forehead.


She loved that for the first time, she felt
as if she was not only on the same page as the man in her life, but the same
paragraph. Their feelings were evolving at the same time.


“What’re you thinking about?”


Dare she tell him? Why not? Sometime
between the first and third time they made love, she’d vowed she would always
be honest with Matt, even when it meant being vulnerable. “I’m just glad we’re
both…” It felt a little strange to admit she was in love with him. Those
feelings took months to emerge. Of course, nothing about Matt fit the mold.


“What?”


“Feeling the same way about each other.”
Kristen held her breath, fearing he may tell her he’d said those things in the
heat of the moment.


But instead of disappointing her, he said,
“Yeah, it does make life a hell of a lot less complicated.” He kissed the back
of her hand. “So can you be my date to the anniversary party or will you have
to work it?”


She tipped her head back to look at him.
“If I tell you I can’t go with you, will you ask someone else?”


Matt smacked her bottom soundly. “Tell me
that was a joke.”


Feeling properly chastised, she couldn’t
hide her smile. He’d put her mind at ease about them being exclusive without
her having to ask. “I think I may be able to squeeze in a few minutes alone
with you, especially if your mother is as good an assistant as you think she
will be.” She had no doubt Nancy would be a pleasure to work with.


“I hope you don’t mind, but I gave her your
number at the office. I guess I should’ve mentioned that earlier.”


“No need, she called me yesterday. As a
matter of fact, she’s stopping by my office today so we can discuss the party.”


Matt groaned, covering his face with one
hand. “I probably should have mentioned she can get a little intense. She was
the President of the PTA for years, and I still turn the other way when I see
the parents who were on her committees.”


Kristen laughed. She could tell Nancy loved
her son and wanted the party to be a success because it was so important to
Matt and his friends, but she wasn’t worried about his mother trying to
railroad her. “I think I can handle it.”


“I sure hope so.” He glanced at the clock.
“I guess I should hit the shower. We’ve got a board meeting this morning, and I
still have to go home and change.”


“Do you need a ride? Hey, did you remember
to text Lawrence last night?” She would hate to think that that nice man had
wasted countless hours waiting outside of her building.


“Yeah, I texted him just as you were
drifting off the first time. I told him he could head home but asked him to
pass by your place around eight to pick me up.”


“So he knows we spent the night together.”


“Is that a problem?” When she responded by
burrowing closer, he asked, “Are you saying you’re not ready to go public with
our relationship?”


“No, I’m not saying that at all.” If she
wasn’t ready, she wouldn’t have invited him to spend the night.


“Good, ‘cause personally, I was thinking
about hiring a skywriter.”


Kristen loved that even though he was one
of the city’s most eligible bachelors, he had no qualms about letting people
know he was seeing someone. “Not a bad idea.”


There would be plenty of photographers
capturing their anniversary party. It was part of her job to ensure that. Her
friends in the press would let the world know she and Matt were a couple.
Especially Robert, who refused to accept that she wouldn’t consider taking him
back. Even after seeing her with Matt at the reunion, he had stopped by her
office and asked if she would go to lunch or dinner with him.


“Why so quiet?” he asked, running his
fingertips up and down her spine.


“I was thinking about Robert.” She wanted
to build their relationship on a foundation of honesty and trust, and that
seemed like the best time to start.


“Excuse me?” His hand stilled. “You wanna
tell me why the hell you were thinking about him?”


“It’s not what you’re thinking. It’s just,
if he finds out we’re a couple, he might back off.”


“He’s been harassing you?” Matt brushed her
hair back so he could see her face.


“Not exactly. He’s just been persistent. He
wants me to give him, us, another chance.”


“Are you tempted?”


He was trying to sound nonchalant, but she
practically felt the tension seeping from his pores. “No, never.”


“Good.” He tightened his arms around her.
“If you want me to tell him to back off, I’d be happy to.”


She couldn’t deny his offer was appealing,
but since she and Robert still occupied offices across from each other, they
had to be civil to each other. “I can handle him.”


“Just say the word, and I’ll handle him for
you.”


Kristen loved that Matt was so protective.
He would be an excellent husband and father someday, if their relationship ever
progressed to that stage. Patting his chest, she said, “About that shower…”


“Care to share?”


“I’d love to.” In fact, she wouldn’t have
it any other way.


 


***


 


Matt tried to focus on the business at
hand, but it wasn’t easy when his thoughts kept drifting back to Kristen and
the incredible night they’d shared. He hoped they would be able to recreate it
that night… if she was free. The board members had dispersed before Matt
noticed only their operations director, his good friend Grayson Barrett,
remained.


“You wanna grab lunch downstairs?” Matt
asked, sliding his tablet back into its protective leather sleeve. He was
supposed to take notes during the meeting, but he’d barely remembered to turn
the thing on.


“Can’t. I’ve got another meeting across
town in an hour.”


“Okay.” Matt stood to go downstairs and
grab a sandwich from the deli. “I’ll catch up with ya later.”


“Actually, do you have a minute? There’s
something I’d like to ask you.”


“Sure,” Matt said, reclaiming the seat
across from his friend. “What’s up?”


“It’s about that hot little blonde I saw
you with last night. She got a boyfriend, or what?”


Matt and Kristen had crossed paths with
Grayson as they were leaving High Rollers. Matt had introduced her as the event
planner for their anniversary party. Evidently his friend hadn’t been
perceptive enough to realize she was more than that to Matt. “Yeah, she does.
Me.”


“Damn.” Grayson grinned and rapped his
knuckles against the walnut table. “I should’ve known you’d beat me to it. When
did you guys start seeing each other? Last I heard, you were dating that chick
who left town ‘cause she got the bit part on that show… What the hell was it
called?”


“That’s ancient history.” Matt was a little
embarrassed that not only could he not remember the name of the show, he could
barely remember the name of the girl. “Kristen and I knew each other back in
high school. I looked her up when I saw a magazine article about her business.
I thought she might be the right person to plan our party. Turns out she was.”


“Well, she’s hotter than hell, that’s for
sure. Still, I thought you weren’t looking for anything serious. After the
number Robin did on you…”


Grayson knew how much marriage meant to
Matt, and he’d been one of the first people to rally around him when Matt holed
up in his house, trying to come to terms with the fact his marriage was over.
“Kris is nothing like Robin. Trust me on that,” Matt said.


Matt was ashamed to admit his ex-wife was
all flash and no substance. Kristen’s beauty came from within. She had classic,
girl-next-door good looks, but she didn’t spend hours primping the way Robin
did. She didn’t have to. Kristen realized that what was on the inside was more
important than trying to impress people with pretty packaging.


“I should hope not.” Grayson scowled. “After
what that bitch did to you, I trust you’d have the good sense to steer clear of
opportunists like her.”


“You can count on it.”


“Good, now that we’ve got that settled, can
you give me Kristen’s number?” Grayson crossed his arms and reclined his
leather swivel chair.


“Why?” Matt couldn’t tell if his friend was
just messing with him, but if that was his plan, he wasn’t amused. “What do you
want with Kristen?”


“Look at you,” Grayson said, chuckling.
“Getting all jealous. You afraid I’m gonna make a play for your woman, Hudson?”


Matt couldn’t deny the thought had crossed
his mind. Even though Grayson was one of his best friends and had never crossed
the line before, he loved women. A woman like Kristen would tempt a monk. “Just
tell me what you want with her.”


“I want to talk to her about the party.
What else?” He smirked, letting Matt know he could think of plenty of things
he’d like to discuss with Kristen.


“Email me your ideas about the party.” Matt
got to his feet. “I’ll forward it to Kris.”


“Awww, you’re no fun,” Grayson said,
laughing.


“You’re not gonna be havin’ any fun either,
Barrett. At least not with my woman.”


 


***


 


Kristen couldn’t remember the last time
she’d laughed as hard as when she listened to Nancy’s stories about the PTA
parents who made her crazy.


“So as you can see,” Nancy said, her eyes
glittering with amusement, “I’ve learned the fine art of diplomacy the hard
way.” She lifted one shoulder. “Their hearts were always in the right place.
They loved their kids. They wanted what was best for them.” She looked Kristen
squarely in the eye. “No matter how old our children get, we never stop wanting
to protect them. You’ll understand when and if you have a child of your own.”


Kristen saw a different side of Nancy, the
protective mother who intended to set some ground rules about her son’s heart.
“I’m sure I will.” She looked at her notes, hoping they could get back to
planning the party. She wasn’t ready to discuss her relationship with anyone,
least of all his mother. She and Matt were in a good place, and she didn’t want
to jinx it by talking about the future.


Nancy covered Kristen’s hand with her own.
Her eyes softened when Kristen met her gaze. “My son has a good heart. He
hasn’t always made the best decisions when it comes to women, but I have a
feeling you could change that.”


The last thing Kristen needed was to feel
the pressure of Matt’s hopes for the future weighing her down. “Matt and I
enjoy spending time together, but it’s too soon to talk about things getting
serious.” She felt guilty when she saw the look of disappointment on Nancy’s
face. “Maybe someday.”


Nancy squeezed her hand. “You’ve been hurt
by someone you trusted. You’re on guard.”


It wasn’t a question, which meant Kristen
didn’t have to respond. There was no way to get that runaway train back on
course, so she waited for Nancy to continue until she would willingly let the
subject rest.


“So is Matt.” Sitting back in her chair,
she examined Kristen. “He started choosing the wrong kind of women merely to
prove that they would give him the time of day. They were all beauty and no
substance.”


Kristen thought of Matt’s tattoo, an
indelible reminder of the woman he’d once promised to love forever. He hadn’t
told Kristen what specifically had ended his marriage, and she’d been afraid to
ask in case she and Robin shared the fatal flaw Matt couldn’t live with.


Nancy continued, “But you’re not like that,
I can tell. You’re obviously beautiful, but there’s so much more to you than
that. I hope my son can see that.”


“That’s sweet of you to say. Matt is an
incredible man, but of course I don’t have to tell you that.” Kristen hoped
that statement would be enough to shift the conversation in another direction.


“He is, but like the rest of us, he bears
wounds from his past. Relationships that scarred him, women who took advantage
of his generosity, friends who were only interested in him for what he could do
for them. I’m ashamed to admit even my own family had an agenda with Matt.”


Kristen felt a little guilty listening to
tales that should have come from Matt instead of a third party, but she
couldn’t quash her curiosity. “What kind of agenda?”


“Matt’s always had an I.Q. in the genius
range.”


Kristen tried to rein in her surprise. “I
knew he was smart, but… wow.” She felt a little inferior even though she knew
he would brush his intelligence off as no big deal.


“As soon as my father found out, he started
grooming him to take over the business.”


“Really?” Matt was so much fun. Kristen
couldn’t imagine him making his living in such a somber way. “How did Matt feel
about that?”


“He wanted no part of it, but my father was
a stubborn man. He said Matt would change his mind when he realized what was at
stake.” Nancy smiled. “He underestimated his grandson’s strong will. Not only
did Matt refuse to step into my father’s shoes, he rejected his trust fund. He
said he didn’t want to be indebted to anyone. He was determined to succeed or
fail without any help from anyone.”


Kristen’s respect for Matt grew even more,
if that was possible. “Wow, not many people would have had the courage to do
that.” She didn’t know a lot about Matt’s grandfather, but she’d read a few
articles over the years that led her to believe he was an ornery old man
accustomed to ruling with an iron fist.


“That’s for sure.” A satisfied smile told
Kristen that Nancy approved of her son’s decision. “But instead of incensing
his grandfather, as we all thought it would, Matt earned his respect. Perhaps
he’s the only one who truly did.”


“I’m not surprised.”


It was difficult not to respect a man who took
a risk like that. All Matt had to do was follow the path his grandfather had
set out for him, and he never would have had to worry about money. Instead, he
decided to roll the dice on a business venture that could have easily folded in
the first year.


“You may wonder why I’m telling you all
this,” Nancy said, brushing invisible lint off her black slacks. “I want you to
understand the kind of man my son is. He’s much too humble to volunteer this
kind of information on his own. I happen to think it’s a mother’s job to toot
her child’s horn when he won’t do it for himself.”


“I tend to think my mother would agree with
you,” Kristen said, smiling. “I’m glad you told me.” The more she learned about
Matt, the more she realized how lucky she was that he loved her.


 


***


 


Nancy had just left when Kristen heard the
outer door to her suite open. Her receptionist had stepped out for lunch, so
Kristen ventured out to the lobby. As soon as she saw who her visitor was, she
wished she’d kept her butt planted firmly in her chair. Robert wasn’t worth the
effort.


“I was hoping I could talk you into taking
a break. Have lunch with me?” he asked, looking hopeful.


Sighing, Kristen ground her teeth before
remembering her dentist’s warning to give up that nasty habit. “I thought I
made myself clear the last time you asked me. I’m not interested.”


“Because of what’s his name?”


Kristen had no doubt Robert not only
remembered Matt’s name but had Googled him on the way home from the reunion. “I
told you long before I started seeing Matt that I have nothing more to say to
you. We both remember why I called off the wedding. You thought fidelity was
optional. I disagreed.”


Looking weary, he rubbed his face. “How
many times do I have to apologize for that? It was one stupid mistake. It meant
nothing.”


Kristen believed it was nothing in his
warped mind, but to her, it meant everything. If she couldn’t trust the man she
promised to spend her life with, she ran the risk of ending up like her mother,
in love with a man who gave his love to another woman while ignoring his
family.


“You’re never going to convince me of that,
so I wish you’d quit wasting your breath.” Kristen turned toward her office.
“Kindly close the door on your way out.”


“We’re not finished talking about this.”


“Yes, we are.”


Kristen walked down the hall to her office
and closed the door behind her, not that she thought that barrier would stop
him. If not for her long-term lease and the fact that her office was so perfect
for her business, she would consider moving just to get away from him. But she
would be damned if she allowed his infidelity to cost her any more than it
already had.


“You and I were perfect for each other,”
Robert said, opening her door. “You can’t deny that.” He sighed heavily when
she ignored him. “We shared the same work ethic. You really think your new
boyfriend will understand why you feel the need to work seven days a week?”


Robert was doing his best to plant seeds of
doubt, but she couldn’t deny that thought had already crossed her mind. She’d
told Matt how driven she was, that she was a workaholic, but would he
understand when she spent most Friday and Saturday nights at some event instead
of with him? Only time would tell whether Matt had the patience and
understanding to not only tolerate her demanding career, but support her vision
for the future.


“That’s for me and Matt to sort out. It’s
none of your business.” Kristen scrolled the messages on her iPhone, pretending
she didn’t have a care in the world. Going toe-to-toe with her ex every other
day was starting to wear her down. “I don’t know how many times I have to say
this: I’m not interested in getting back together with you. I don’t want to be
your wife, your fiancée, your lover… Hell, I don’t even want to be your
friend.” She felt a stab of guilt at his pained expression until she remembered
that he brought it on himself. If not for his mistake, they would be
getting married in two short months.


“Our offices are across the hall from each
other. It’s not like we can avoid seeing each other.”


“I know that. I’m not saying I want to be
your enemy.” In truth, she hated living with animosity toward him. She’d much
rather put the whole mess behind her so she could move on with her life,
hopefully with Matt. “We can be civil and say hello when we cross paths in the
hall or in the elevator, but that’s all it will ever be. Do you understand
that?” Kristen heard someone enter the office. She assumed it was her
receptionist returning from lunch.


“You want me to pretend I’m not still crazy
about you? I can’t do that. I am. I love you. I still want to spend my life
with you.”


His voice broke, but Kristen wasn’t naïve
enough to believe he was being sincere. She’d seen his closing arguments a time
or two and knew how impassioned he could be when it served his purpose.


“You should have thought about that before
you slept with that dancer,” she said.


“When are you going to stop punishing me—”


“Am I interrupting something?”


Kristen plastered on a fake smile when she
saw Matt in the doorway behind Robert. She hadn’t intended to share the sordid
story of her ex’s betrayal with him. The fact that she hadn’t been enough to
satisfy her fiancée still stung more than it should have. She knew the problem
was Robert’s, not hers, but when the constant reminder of that betrayal stared
her in the face every day, it wasn’t easy for her self-esteem to rebound. “Hi,
Matt, I wasn’t expecting you.”


Scowling at the back of Robert’s head, Matt
said, “I thought you could use a lunch break.”


Kristen finally spotted the paper bag in
his hand: take-out from her favorite Chinese restaurant. She’d mentioned how
much she loved the food at that little hole in the wall one day when they drove
by, and he obviously remembered. “I’d love to have lunch with you.” Giving
Robert a pointed look, she said, “You’ll have to excuse us. Matt and I have to
discuss his company’s anniversary party over lunch.”


Robert mumbled a few unintelligible words
before shooting a dirty look at Matt. He slammed the outer door to the suite
behind him.


“I’m sorry about that,” Kristen said,
grimacing.


“What the hell was he doing here?” Matt
looked angry as he glanced at the door Robert had just passed through.


“He thought he could talk me into having
lunch with him.”


“Why would he think that?”


“I don’t know.” Her ex was the last thing
Kristen wanted to talk about, but Matt didn’t seem ready to let it go. “He
can’t accept the fact that it’s really over, I guess.”


“Is it?”


“Excuse me?” Kristen realized Robert wasn’t
the only target of Matt’s anger.


“Are you sure it’s over? It sounded to me
like you’re still hurt that he cheated on you.”


“Of course I’m hurt,” she said, frustrated
that she had to defend herself. “I loved him. I thought he loved me. We were
building a life together.”


“A life that he clearly still wants.” Matt
dropped the bag on a small table in the corner of the room.


“I don’t care what he wants. That’s not
what I want.”


“Are you sure about that?” He watched her
closely, as though he was trying to uncover some code lurking beneath her words
and actions.


Kristen pressed her fingertips to her
temples. She felt a headache building from the base of her neck. How had a day
that had started so perfectly taken such a sharp nosedive? “Of course I’m sure.
Do you think I would have made love to you last night if I thought Robert and I
had a future together?”


“Women have been known to do some crazy
things when they’re hurt and angry.”


Kristen’s mouth fell open. It took her a
moment to recover from her shock. “Are you accusing me of using you to get back
at Robert for cheating on me?”


He braced his shoulder against the
doorframe and crossed his arms, looking angrier than she’d ever seen him. Matt
was usually so even-tempered. She couldn’t imagine where all his hostility was
coming from.


“Is that what you’re doing?”


“How can you even ask me that?” She heard
her voice rising, laced with hysteria. “What happened last night meant
something to me. I thought you felt the same way.”


“I told you I was in love with you,” he
said, lowering his voice to a growl. “When I say that to a woman, I can promise
you I mean it.”


“Why are you getting so upset?” Kristen had
a feeling she wasn’t the only one with a past that sometimes clouded her
judgment. She wondered if Matt was looking at her but seeing someone else.


“Because I have no intention of being the
guy you run to when you wanna feel better about yourself. Your ex cheated on
you and made you feel like shit, and now you need a guy to boost your
self-confidence, to remind you that you’re beautiful.”


Tears stung Kristen’s eyes, but she
wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of giving into them. She couldn’t believe
the man who’d made love to her so tenderly was accusing her of those things.
She’d believed last night was the start of something amazing, but she had to
wonder if it was meant to be their first and only time together. “I think you
need to leave. Now.”


He looked as though he wanted to say more,
but when Kristen’s receptionist called out that she was back from lunch, Matt
clenched his teeth. “Fine, but this isn’t over.”


“That’s where you’re wrong, Matt. I think
it is.”











Chapter Nine


 


Matt stalked through the lobby of High
Rollers’ twelve-story office building, intent on ignoring everyone who crossed
his path. He wanted to head up to his office and bury himself in work so he
could shut out that nasty argument with Kristen. He knew he’d overreacted.
Seeing her with her ex, hearing him declare his love for her took him back to a
time he would much rather forget with a woman who didn’t deserve to stand in
Kristen’s shadow. His experience with Robin had left him jaded, and he was
taking his anger and frustration out on the wrong person.


When he opened the door to his office and
saw Zach sitting in the guest chair, he barely suppressed a groan. Zach was one
of his best friends, but the happily married man was one of the last people he
felt like talking to. “What’s up, Zach?”


Zach glanced over his shoulder. “Your
receptionist said she thought you’d be back from lunch soon. I thought I’d fire
off a few emails while I waited.” He lowered his smartphone when he caught a
glimpse of Matt’s face. “What the hell’s wrong with you? You look like you
haven’t slept in a week.”


“I didn’t get much sleep last night.” Matt
sat down and fired up his computer, hoping his friend would take the hint that
he wasn’t in the mood to talk.


Wriggling his eyebrows, Zach asked, “For
your sake, I hope you wasted away the pre-dawn hours the same way I did.”


“Something like that,” Matt muttered,
typing in his password so he could access the files he needed. The only
difference between him and his friend was that Zach would enjoy recreations of
that experience for the rest of his life while Matt had probably blown any
chance he had of a future with Kristen. He turned his chair away from the
computer. No matter how much he might need a distraction, he couldn’t focus on
work while his mind was on Kristen and the colossal mistake he’d made. “Son of
a bitch.”


“What’s wrong?” Zach asked.


“Not now, buddy.” Matt tipped his head
back, closing his eyes.


“What’s her name?”


It shouldn’t surprise Matt that his friend
read him so easily. They’d been through hell and back together over the past
decade. “Kristen.” Matt opened his eyes and looked at the cityscape that
usually made him smile. It was overcast and dreary outside. Fitting, given his
mood. How had a day that had started so perfectly fallen off a cliff so
quickly? “We knew each other back in high school, but I hadn’t seen her since…
until recently.”


“Is this the same girl Jaxon mentioned to
me, the one who’s planning the anniversary party?”


Zach hadn’t been able to make the board
meeting where Matt filled the rest of the crew in on Kristen’s involvement.
“Yeah, that’s her.”


“So what happened?”


“We just had it out in her office.” Matt
made his way to the kitchenette in the back corner of his office. “You want a
coffee?”


“No, I wanna hear about what happened with
Kristen. It’s not like you to get so bent out of shape over a woman.”


Placing a small mug under the spout, Matt
pressed the button and waited for the welcome scent of espresso to clear the cobwebs
from his head. “I overheard a conversation she had with her ex. He was telling
her that he still loved her, that he still wanted to be with her.”


“How did she react?”


“She made it clear she’s not interested.”
Matt sipped the strong brew, hoping it would give him the jolt he needed to
focus on something other than the mess he’d made of his life.


“So what’s the problem?”


“The way I acted, that’s the problem. I
heard that jackass saying those things to her, and it took me back, ya know?”
Zach knew better than anyone. He was who Matt turned to when he found out his
wife was still involved with her former lover.


“Uh oh… What did you say to her?”


“I let her have it.” Matt paced the room,
wishing a sinkhole would open up and swallow him so he wouldn’t have to figure
a way out of the pit he’d dug for himself.


“Why?”


“Because I’m an idiot, that’s why.” Matt
had to take full responsibility for that. Kristen hadn’t deserved his temper
tantrum. If anyone deserved it, it was his ex-wife, but she’d skipped town before
the ink on the divorce papers dried.


“You won’t get an argument from me on that
one.” Zach grinned when Matt glared at him. “So how’re you gonna make things
right with her? I have to assume from the way you’re wearing a hole in the
carpet that you want to apologize?”


“Sure, I do. Not that I think she’d be
willing to listen.”


“Does she know what happened with Robin?”


“No.” Matt still got a sick feeling in the
pit of his stomach whenever he thought about the stunt his ex-wife pulled.
“It’s not the kind of thing a guy wants to broadcast, especially not to a woman
he’s trying to impress.”


“I get that, but if things are getting
serious between you two, she needs to know the whole story, don’t you think?”


Matt knew the time would come when he would
have to explain, but he wanted to feel as though he and Kris were on more solid
ground before they had that talk. “I’ll tell her eventually. Assuming
she ever wants to speak to me again.”


“Are you going to give her a choice?”


“I can’t force her to talk to me.” His
friend had been out of the dating game too long if he thought that would work.


“So you’re just going to let her write you
off? You’re gonna give up?”


“Hell, no!”


Zach smiled and rubbed his hands together.
“That’s what I thought. Now let’s come up with a plan to get you back in to
your lady’s good book, my friend.”


 


***


 


Kristen was dead on her feet by the time
she turned the key in her lock. It was after eight, and she’d been working like
a demon ever since Matt left her office. She had too much to do to let her
personal problems sidetrack her. As always, business came first. She let out a
little yelp when she heard someone come up behind her.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”


Matt. She
didn’t have to turn around; she’d know that silky smooth voice anywhere. Damn
him. “How did you get in here?” When he didn’t respond, she assumed one of the
other residents had held the door for him. So much for their security system.
“I’m too tired to—”


“Eat?” He stepped into her line of vision
and held up a paper bag with his company’s logo on it. “Our chef makes a great
burger with sweet potato fries.”


Her mouth was already watering. She knew
the only things in her fridge were expired yogurt, withering apples, and a near-empty
jug of orange juice, but she would be damned if she’d let him off the hook that
easily. “I have work to do.”


“You’ve already been working for twelve
hours. Unless, like me, you were useless this afternoon?”


Lifting her chin, she pushed past him. “No,
I had a very productive afternoon.” It was true. Her work was the only thing
that got her through the tough times.


Matt slipped in behind her before she could
close the door.


“What do you want?” she asked, slipping out
of her high-heeled shoes. That was a mistake. It was tough to appear
intimidating when he had at least six inches on her. “Didn’t you say everything
you needed to say earlier?”


“Not even close.” He set down the bag and
pulled her into his arms. “I’m sorry.” He kissed her, seemingly unaffected when
she wouldn’t allow him to push past her lips. “Forgive me? Please?”


“No.” She stepped back and folded her arms.
She wanted to forgive him, but it was important to set some ground rules. He
couldn’t think it was acceptable to go off on her whenever he had a bad day.
She didn’t intend to be any man’s doormat, and the sooner Matt realized that,
the better chance their relationship had.


“What can I do to make it up to you?”


Kristen turned away from him, needing to
put some distance between them. Forgetting all of his harsh words and slipping
into bed would be too easy. “You can tell me why you reacted that way, for
starters.”


Raking a hand through his hair, Matt
sighed. “It wasn’t you. It was…” He swore softly. “Let’s just say I overreacted
and leave it at that, okay?”


She suspected his reaction had something to
do with his ex-wife, and if that was the case, she knew she would be a fool to
let it go. If Matt still harbored feelings for Robin, Kristen needed to know
before she got in any deeper. “It wasn’t seeing me with Robert that triggered
that reaction, was it?”


“That guy’s a dirtbag. He hurt you, and he
thinks he gets a second chance to do it again.”


She appreciated Matt’s desire to protect
her, but she was capable of taking care of herself. She’d been doing it for
longer than she wanted to admit. “Even if you hadn’t shown up, I wouldn’t have
been stupid enough to trust him again. I know men like that don’t change.”


A tick in Matt’s jaw was the only sign he
was uneasy. “What do you mean?”


“A man who cheats once will always cheat
again.” Her father had proven that.


“That’s a pretty harsh assessment,” Matt
said, his steady gaze meeting hers. “You don’t think people can change?


“Not men like Robert… and my father. They
could never be satisfied with just one woman. The grass is always greener and
all that crap.” Feeling the urge for a drink, she headed into the kitchen,
hoping she had chilled the bottle of chardonnay she bought as a housewarming
gift last week. A girlfriend had invited her for dinner, but Kristen hadn’t
been able to make it.


Matt followed her into the kitchen and
leaned against the doorframe. “Not all men are like that.” He watched her reach
for two glasses. “You know that, don’t you?”


She knew there were a lot of good men out
there who were content to spend the rest of their lives with one woman; she
just hadn’t had much experience with them. Hopefully her mother had found one
of the good guys in her new husband. Only time would tell the real story. “I
don’t know much of anything at the moment, at least not where my personal life
is concerned.” Thankfully, her business ran like a well-oiled machine,
grounding her when people threatened to send her ‘round the bend.


“I hope you know I’m crazy about you.”


Kristen’s hand trembled around the corkscrew.
She wanted to believe him, but the way he’d acted that afternoon made her
question whether they were right for each other. A man who went off like a
loose cannon with the slightest provocation was not someone she needed to share
her bed or her secrets with.


“Tell me you believe me.”


“That’s not really the issue, is it?” She
poured wine into each of the glasses before handing one to him.


“What is the issue? You tell me,” he said,
nodding his thanks as he accepted the glass. “Isn’t that the only thing that
matters, Kris? How we feel about each other?”


His reasoning was too simplistic. They
needed to discuss so many considerations before they decided whether to take
their relationship further, not the least of which was his ex-wife. “Where’s
Robin?”


“Excuse me?” He paused the glass halfway to
his lips. “What does she have to do with this?”


“That’s what I’d like to know.” Kristen
leaned against the granite countertop, bracing one hand against the cool,
smooth surface. “I have a feeling the way you reacted today had more to do with
her than with me.” When his eyes shifted away and he took a drink instead of
defending himself, she knew she was right. “Are you still in love with her?”


“No way.”


“Are you sure about that?”


“Yes.”


He didn’t seem anxious to delve deeper, but
Kristen couldn’t let it go if she intended to continue seeing Matt. “I asked
you where she is. Do you still see her?”


“No.” He sighed when Kristen shook her head
and walked back into the living room.


He clearly wasn’t willing to tell her the
story, and she was tired of making herself crazy speculating. If he couldn’t be
honest with her, they had nothing to talk about. “I think it’s time for you to
leave.”


“I’m sorry,” he said, watching her as she
unbuttoned her blazer and tossed it over an armchair.


She had dressed for a client meeting in a
chic steel-grey business suit with a lacy camisole beneath it. She wouldn’t
have worn the camisole by itself in public, but Matt had already seen her in
much less. “What are you sorry about?” Sitting on the apartment-sized beige
sofa, she tucked her silk-clad legs under her and eyed him, trying to read his
mind.


“I’m sorry for the way I acted today.” His
eyes swept over her body before returning to her face. “Obviously I was way out
of line. I was just…” He clenched the glass. “Jealous, I guess. Seeing you with
him, hearing him tell you he loved you made me wonder if you still felt the
same way.”


“We’re quite a pair, aren’t we?” Kristen
propped her elbow on the back of the sofa so she could rest her head in her free
hand. “You’re questioning my feelings for my ex while I’m wondering how you
feel about yours.”


Matt set his glass on an end table before
moving to the coffee table in front of the sofa. He sat on the large, solid
wood rectangle and stared deeply into her eyes. “I swear to you, the only thing
I feel for that woman is contempt.”


Kristen sucked in a breath at the hatred in
Matt’s eyes. What had that woman done to him to warrant such anger?


“How about you? Are you sure your feelings
for him are dead and buried?”


“It was over as soon as I found out what
he’d done.” If she were being honest, Kristen might have admitted it should
have ended as soon as it began. She’d allowed herself to go through the motions
while believing Robert was a good guy. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.


“Good to know.” Matt reached for her hand.
“Now that we’ve established that I was a jerk this afternoon and neither one of
us would consider reconciling with our exes, can we move on? Please?”


Kristen wanted to. She wanted to believe
that Matt was one of the few good guys who would treat her fragile heart with
care. “One day at a time. That’s all I can promise.” She knew by his look of
disappointment that that wasn’t what he’d hoped to hear, but that was all she
could give him. Rome wasn’t built in a day, and her trust couldn’t be earned
overnight.


He smiled and kissed her hand. “Then I
guess I’ll just have to take what I can get.”


 


***


 


Kristen was sitting at her desk the
following morning when Shell blew through like a hurricane, trying to balance
her over-sized purse, phone, and take-out coffee from her favorite café around
the corner.


“Well, this is a pleasant surprise,”
Kristen said. It had only been a few weeks, but she’d missed her right-hand
woman. “When did you get in?”


Shell frowned as she set her purse in the
guest chair and her coffee on the corner of her boss’s desk. “Last night.
Didn’t you get my message?”


“No, I, uh, went to bed early.” With
Matt.


“Since when do you go to bed early the
night before a big event?” Shell asked. “You’re usually up ‘til two making sure
everything’s good to go.”


Her assistant was right. The Bradbury
engagement party that evening was a big deal, but when Matt had offered her a
massage to ease her tense muscles, they somehow ended up in her bed having the
best make-up sex she’d ever experienced. “I was pretty tired.” She hoped she
could blame her blush on the warm office. “Long night the night before.”


“That’s why I came back,” Shell said,
reaching for her coffee. “I couldn’t enjoy myself in Florida. I felt so guilty
leaving you here with this workload.”


“Believe it or not, I actually took on
another project while you were away.” Since Shell would find out about High
Rollers anniversary party as soon as she consulted their calendar, Kristen
decided it would be best if she came clean.


“You can’t be serious,” Shell said, rolling
her eyes. “I hope you managed to hire and train another person then, ‘cause
there’s no way we can handle all these events.”


“As a matter of fact, I had someone
volunteer to help us out with the High Rollers project. She knows the clients
well, and the person who hired me trusts her implicitly.”


“High Rollers…” Shell tapped her brightly
painted nail against her lips. “As in the sports bars?”


“Yup.” Kristen knew Shell would have an
opinion about their new clients. She had an opinion about everything, and
rarely the discretion to keep it to herself.


“Interesting.” Her eyes lit up. “That could
definitely be fun. I saw the owners’ pic in the paper last month. Those guys
are hot.” She snapped her fingers. “That guy who came to your office the day I
left… that was him, right? One of the partners. I knew I recognized him from
somewhere.”


“Yeah, that’s Matt Hudson.”


“Tell me I’ll be working closely with him
on this project.” Shell folded her hands under her chin. “Please, pretty
please.”


Kristen smiled, enjoying her assistant’s
antics for the first time in a long time. “I’m afraid not.” There was no point
in trying to keep the secret. “When he stopped by, you may recall Matt
mentioning we knew each other?”


“Yeah, I remember something like that. You
met him at an event?”


“No, he tutored me in high school.”
Wrinkling her nose, Kristen said, “Let’s just say math wasn’t my strong suit.
Matt, on the other hand, was a genius.”


“Why didn’t they have tutors that looked
like him when I went to school?” With a dramatic sigh, Shell dropped into the
guest chair not occupied by her purse. “The brainy kids in my school wore thick
glasses, short pants, and had acne.”


Kristen shook her head at her friend’s
characterization. “Matt looked a lot like that, as a matter of fact. I still
thought he was a great guy.” He was sweet and sensitive and funny, and had she
not been so caught up in her teenage angst, she may have paid more attention to
him.


“Shut up!” Shell said, leaning forward to
reach her coffee. “What happened? Did he get an extreme makeover, or what?”


“Something like that, I guess.” Kristen
shrugged. “Anyway, that’s not really the point. We’re, uh, kind of seeing each
other. I agreed to take on this project as a personal favor to him.”


Shell’s jaw went slack, and Kristen feared
the hand holding her coffee might as well. “You’re not serious,” Shell said.


“Why is that so surprising?” Kristen felt
her spine stiffen. Was Shell implying her boss wasn’t good enough for someone
like Matt?


“You don’t date, remember?”


“It’s true my social life hasn’t been all
that active since Robert—”


“Oh my God,” Shell broke in. “Does he know
about Matt? What did he say? How did he react? I bet he’s sick with jealousy.”


That was typical of Shell, firing questions
like missiles before the other person had a chance to duck and cover. “He
knows. We all went to that high school reunion I was telling you about. It was…
uh… awkward, to say the least.”


“I’ll just bet it was,” Shell said, looking
thoroughly entertained. “I wish I could have been there to see the look on his
face when you walked in with that spectacular specimen of manliness.”


“Matt and I didn’t exactly go to the
reunion together.”


“Who cares if you went together? What I
want to know is whether you left together.” When Kristen refused to dignify the
question with a response, Shell laughed. “Ha! I knew it. Good for you, girl.
It’s about time you got yourself back in the game.”


“Back to my original point,” Kristen said,
fearing they may never get any work done if Shell kept distracting her with
questions about her personal life. Kristen couldn’t deny it was kind of nice to
have a personal life again, after such a long dry spell. “Matt’s mother is
helping us with the High Rollers party.”


“His mother?” Shell asked, looking
skeptical. “What does she know about event planning?”


After only one meeting, Kristen suspected
Nancy Hudson could teach both of them a thing or two about high society. “Wait
‘til you meet her. You know Lancaster Funeral Homes?”


“Sure, who doesn’t?” Shell smoothed a hand
over her purple straight skirt as she crossed her legs. “What about it?”


“That’s Nancy’s family business, not that
she’s actively involved.” Pointing to the art hanging behind her desk, Kristen
added, “She owns an art gallery. That’s one of her original pieces.”


“I was going to ask you about that.” Shell
turned her attention to the oil painting. “That’s incredible.”


“It is, isn’t it?” Kristen turned in her
swivel chair so she could admire it too. “She’s so talented.”


“So Matt’s blue blood,” Shell said, raising
an eyebrow. “Nicely done, Miss Beck.”


“I couldn’t care less about that,” Kristen
said. “Matt feels the same way. He’s never been interested in cashing in on his
family’s name. He wanted to make it on his own, and he has.”


Shell studied Kristen carefully. “It sounds
like things are getting serious.”


Kristen felt the urge to squirm but knew
that would only make her look uneasy. She had no reason to feel awkward about
her relationship with Matt. They were single, consenting adults. What happened,
or didn’t happen, between them was their business and no one else’s. “They may
be. Only time will tell, I guess.” Straightening a file containing notes and
the contract the Bradburys had signed, Kristen said, “Now, my friend, we need
to get down to work.”











Chapter Ten


 


Matt hung up the phone after a brief
conversation with his mother and then dialed Kristen. “Hey, gorgeous,” he said
as soon as she picked up. “You snuck out on me this morning.” They’d spent last
night at his place for the third night that week, and he could get used to
having her there when he woke up. Hell, he wouldn’t mind if she became a
permanent fixture.


“Sorry about that,” she said. “I told you I
had an early meeting.”


“Yeah, but you could have waited until I
got out of the shower.” He kicked his feet up on his desk and loosened his tie.
He didn’t know what it was about the silky smoothness of her voice that made
him want to shed all of his clothes.


“I knew if I did, you’d have tried to lure
me back to bed,” she said, laughing.


“Would I have been successful?” He grinned.
If anyone walked into his office, they’d think he was a lovesick fool, but he
was coming to terms with his lot in life. Less than a month into their
relationship, and Kristen Beck already had him right where he hoped she wanted
him: crazy in love with her.


“You know you would have. That’s why I
couldn’t take the chance.”


“You’re no fun,” he said, pouting.


“Hmmm, that’s not what you said last
night.”


He groaned. “Stop, I still have to get
through the rest of the day, and that visual sure as hell won’t make it easy.”


“Works both ways.”


“Listen, my mother just called. She wanted
to know if we could come by for dinner tonight.” A long pause prompted him to
ask, “You don’t have anything on the schedule tonight, do you?”


“Uh, no.”


He could tell she wasn’t thrilled with the
idea, though he couldn’t say why. She’d been working with his mother to plan
the party, and Nancy couldn’t sing Kristen’s praises enough. “Is there a
problem?”


“Who’s going to be there?”


“Just my father and brother. Why?” Kristen
was a people person, so why did the prospect of meeting his family intimidate
her? Unless… she saw it as a sign they were taking their relationship to a
level she wasn’t ready for?


“I just… uh…”


“Spit it out, Kris.”


Matt was being short with her, but he
couldn’t help it. He was ready to take out a front page ad letting the world
know he was in love with an incredible woman, yet she was hesitant about
meeting two of the most important people in his life. Okay, one of the most
important. The jury was still out on his kid brother.


“I don’t know if we’re ready for this.”


So he was right to be concerned. She was
questioning their relationship. Damn. Putting his feet down and pushing away
from the desk, he jumped up and paced. “You mind telling me why you’re having
these doubts? I thought things were going great.”


“They are,” she said quickly. “But in my
experience, things often go downhill after meeting the family. Expectations
build, and pressure mounts…” She sighed. “I think we’re in a good place right
now. I don’t want to risk ruining that by rushing it.”


She sounded logical and he may have backed
off if not for the fact that she was tossing him into the same category as the
loser who broke her heart. “Is that what happened with Robert?” He barely got
the words out between clenched teeth. “You met his family, and he started
pressuring you for a commitment you weren’t ready to make?” When she didn’t
answer, he knew he hit his mark. “You honestly think I’ll do the same?”


“No, but—”


“Listen, I just got out of a lousy
marriage. I sure as hell have no interest in making that mistake again.” He
knew he was speaking from disappointment and hurt feelings. He did want to get
married again someday, and he couldn’t think of a better candidate than
Kristen.


“Really?” she asked, sounding annoyed.
“Then why are we wasting each other’s time if we don’t have a future together?
Is this all fun and games to you?”


He’d walked right into that one. “Of course
not.”


“But that’s what you said, isn’t it? You
don’t intend to make the mistake of getting married again?”


“Someday, maybe someday.” He stilled his
heavy footsteps. He looked at the framed photo of her on his credenza. “I’m in
love with you.” It wasn’t the first time he’d said it, but he’d never said it
with more conviction. No way was he going to mess things up.


She hesitated. “I love you too.”


“Then what the hell are we arguing about?
Let’s just go to dinner and have a good time. It doesn’t have to mean
anything. My mother’s a great cook. We’ll have a nice meal, good conversation,
a few laughs, and then we’ll go back to my place and…” He didn’t have to fill
in the blanks. They knew exactly what they would be doing when they went back
to his place. “Sound like a plan?”


Matt didn’t want to push her into something
she wasn’t ready for, but it was important to him to introduce Kristen to the
man he most admired. The only girl he’d ever wanted to bring home more was the
younger version of Kristen who stole his heart at a table in a crowded library.
Fate was giving him a second chance since he was finally the man he’d always
wanted to be.


“What time do you want to pick me up?”


She didn’t sound enthusiastic, but at least
she’d agreed to go. That would have to be enough to satisfy Matt. “Six o’clock
work for you?”


“I’ll make it work.”


“Thanks, Kris,” he said gently, hoping to
undo some of the damage from earlier. “This means a lot to me.”


“I’m sure it’ll be fun. Like you said, no
pressure. Just a nice dinner with your family.”


He knew she wasn’t convinced, but at least
she was making the effort for him. That had to count for something. “Bye,
baby.”


“See you at six.”


 


***


 


Six o’clock came too soon for Kristen, but
she couldn’t back out without doing irreparable damage to her relationship with
Matt. As fearful as she was about moving too fast and ruining everything, she
was more troubled by the prospect of losing him because she wasn’t willing to
meet him halfway.


She looked at her reflection in her
full-length bedroom mirror with a critical eye. If Nancy was any indication,
Matt’s family wouldn’t be formal or stuffy, so she’d opted for black jeans,
silver ballerina flats, and a black cotton cowl-neck tank top. She grabbed a
lightweight pink and black sweater from the closet, just in case the evening
air was brisk when they left the house or the Hudsons opted to eat outside.


Kristen had texted Matt before she left the
office to let him know he could pick her up at home. She’d wanted to change out
of her work clothes and pick up a bouquet of flowers for the hostess. She
thought of a bottle of wine, but Nancy seemed like the kind of woman who would
appreciate a colorful array of fresh blooms more. She’d picked the ones she was
drawn to, a mix of brightly colored roses in a heavily patterned squat vase.
She figured the expensive gesture was the least she could do to thank Nancy for
all of her help.


As Matt had promised, his mom was the ideal
person to help her plan High Rollers’ anniversary party. She was creative and
fun, and her instincts about what Matt and his partners would want were always
spot on. Kristen couldn’t have pulled the event off without her, especially
with her packed schedule and an assistant who’d been M.I.A for weeks.


Kristen suspected Shell hadn’t met anyone
to help fill the long and lonely days in Florida and had gotten tired of
shopping, tanning, and trips to the spa. No matter what brought her home,
Kristen was grateful. Shell loved to attend their events, which freed Kristen
up to spend her evenings with Matt. She might even think about giving Shell a
raise if it meant she was free to spend more time with Matt. As much as she’d
never wanted to be dependent on a man, she couldn’t deny that Matt was becoming
an addiction she wasn’t sure she could live without.


She must have been frowning when she opened
the door because Matt’s smile fell.


He asked, “Hey, what’s wrong?” before
reaching for her.


“Nothing.” She plastered on a smile. “I was
just thinking about something else. Sorry.” She tipped her head up to receive
his delicious kiss, and before long, her mind was somewhere else entirely… like
wondering how long it would take to drag him into her bedroom.


“That’s more like it.” His hands roamed her
body as though he had the right. Which of course he did.


“Hmmm…” She let her head fall to one side
as he explored her neck with his tongue, zeroing in on the spot that reduced
her to Silly Putty. “Keep that up, and you’ll have to call your mother and tell
her we’ll be late.” Not that she would mind. Letting Matt finish what he’d
started would definitely be worth the embarrassment of showing up fashionably
late.


Chuckling, he said, “As much as I’d love
to, I’m not interested in a quickie. I’d much rather finish this later, when we
have all the time in the world.”


Kristen couldn’t argue with his reasoning,
but it irked her that he left her all hot and bothered. That must have showed
on her face because he had the gall to grin when he caught a glimpse of her
expression.


“Don’t worry, beautiful. I promise to make
the wait worth it.”


“You better,” she said, snagging her keys
from the hall table. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before I change my mind
and decide to hold you hostage in my bedroom instead.”


He laughed, slipped an arm around her
waist, and pulled her back against him. “Don’t think you’re the only one
suffering, lady. Getting through this dinner will be one of the hardest things
I’ve had to do in a hell of a long time.”


 


***


 


Matt watched Kristen charm his father and
brother the same way she had Nancy. They were all clearly smitten with her,
just as he knew they would be. His father talked to her about golf, telling her
more than she probably ever wanted to know about the game. Matt had to give her
credit for listening intently and pretending to be fascinated by his story
about scoring a hole in one at a charity tournament last year.


“So, Kristen, Ma tells me you’re an event
planner,” Paul said, sipping his merlot. He watched his older brother intently
before zeroing in on Kristen. “That must be fun.”


Matt knew Paul was trying to get a rise out
of him by flirting with Kristen. He’d been doing it all night, but
surprisingly, it hadn’t bothered Matt a bit. Kristen would never be interested
in Paul, a man who was content to live off his trust fund instead of developing
his own identity.


“It can be,” Kristen said, nursing her
second glass of wine. “It can also be a lot of hard work, and very stressful,
depending on the client.” Patting Matt’s thigh under the table, she smiled at
him, probably to let him know that she was immune to his brother. “I just wish
everyone was as easy to work with as Matt.”


Rolling his eyes, Paul said, “Yeah, my big
brother, the saint.”


Paul resented Matt’s success, his large
circle of real friends, I.Q., education, business acumen… The list went
on, but Matt couldn’t feel sorry for a guy who’d been given the same
opportunities he had and squandered every one. Paul surrounded himself with
people as shallow as he was. Women dated him for his money and the flashy cars
that seemed interchangeable. Matt didn’t know if his brother had ever been in
love because Paul was too insecure to confide in him or admit to anyone,
especially his rival, that he had no direction or purpose in his life.


“I don’t know that I’d call him a saint.”
Kristen laughed to ease the tension that had fallen like a blanket over the
table. “He has his moments, just like the rest of us. But I’m sure you all know
that.”


Matt admired Kristen for trying to diffuse
the situation, but he would love nothing more than to put Paul in his place,
once and for all.


“Yeah, Matt puts on a real good show when
he’s trying to impress someone.” Paul smirked. “But those of us who’ve known
him his whole life know the real story behind one of the city’s most eligible
bachelors. Isn’t that right, Matt?”


Matt knew what his brother was getting at:
his relationship with Robin. That was the last thing he wanted to discuss, but
he couldn’t trust Paul to let it go. Tossing his napkin on the table, Matt stood.
“I’d like a word with you outside, little brother. Excuse us.” He tossed an
apologetic look Kristen’s way. “This won’t take long.”


“But I was just about to bring out the
coffee,” Nancy said, darting a glance at her husband. She clearly wanted him to
try to stop his sons from going at it yet again. “I made your favorite for
dessert, Matthew.” She narrowed her eyes at him to let him know she wasn’t
pleased. As if her use of his full name wasn’t enough to tip him off. “Surely
you and your brother could have this conversation some other time.”


“No, I think Matt’s right, Ma.” Paul tossed
his napkin on the table as he stood. “It’s time for us to clear the air.”


“Need I remind y’all that we have company?”
Hunter asked, staring down both of his sons.


“This won’t take long,” Matt repeated,
ignoring his parents’ subtle warnings not to let their little chat get out of
hand. It wouldn’t be the first time he and his brother had come to blows, but
Matt wouldn’t disrespect Kristen by showing her just how dysfunctional his
relationship with Paul was.


Paul followed Matt through the kitchen and
out to the patio. They walked in silence to the pool area where they knew they
would have a little privacy.


Matt said, “What the hell was that in
there?”


“What?” he asked, lifting his hands, palms
up.


“Don’t act innocent with me. You start off
flirting with her. When that didn’t work, you thought you could make me look
bad by bringing up that mess with Robin.” Matt paced. If he didn’t work out
some of his frustration, his brother just might end up sputtering and cursing
as he made his way out of the deep end.


“I didn’t say a word about your wife.”


“Ex-wife,” Matt reminded him sharply.
“Robin is my ex-wife.”


“Whatever. I didn’t even mention her.”


“But you were going to.”


A slow smile spread across Paul’s face.
“No, I wasn’t.” Paul stroked his chin as he said, “But when you thought I was
going to go there, you couldn’t get me out of the house fast enough. That leads
me to believe you’re keeping secrets from your new girlfriend.” When Matt muttered
a curse, Paul’s grin widened. “So I’m right. You haven’t told her the whole
story. Why is that?”


Because he feared Kristen would convict him
without even trying to understand his side of the story. Eventually he would
have to tell her what ended his marriage, but he wanted them to be on firmer
ground, to be more invested in their relationship. He wouldn’t mind seeing his
ring on her finger before he filled her in on the whole sordid mess. His past
was the past. It had no bearing on the way he felt about her or their future,
but he had a feeling Kristen wouldn’t see it that way.


“Let’s just say it’s too soon.” Matt hoped
Paul would back off if he told him the truth. “Look, I really care about this
girl. She’s important to me, and I don’t want to blow it by scaring her off
with—”


“The truth?”


Matt had never confided in his brother what
happened the night he asked Robin for a divorce, but his ex-wife hadn’t been
shy about sharing the whole story with anyone who would listen. Matt had always
suspected the two had a relationship that crossed the line, but he couldn’t
prove it and didn’t even care enough to try anymore.


“Are you talking about Robin’s version of
the truth or mine?” Matt gave him a level stare. “Because they’re very
different.” Paul had never even cared enough to ask Matt about what happened.
He took Robin’s word.


“I wouldn’t expect you to own up to what
you did.” Paul glared at him with a lifetime of jealousy and contempt in his
eyes. “You’d never admit to being at fault. You’re perfect. The guy who never
makes mistakes.”


“I’ve made plenty of mistakes. Starting
with Robin.”


“Hell, you two were perfect for each
other.”


Paul’s powerful legs were planted wide
apart, as though he was poised to strike. But Matt wasn’t worried. He would be
ready for him. “How so?”


“She was a shallow, selfish bitch, and
you’ve always thought you were the center of the whole goddamn universe.” His
voice rose with his sweeping arm gesture. “You’re the one everyone thought
would do great things, the one granddaddy wanted to take over the company. He
never even asked me. I guess he didn’t think I could handle it. Boy Genius was
the only one smart enough to fill his big ol’ shoes.”


“Don’t blame me because your life hasn’t
turned out the way you wanted it to, little brother.” Matt wasn’t the type to
rub salt in someone’s wounds, but Paul’s “poor me” routine was getting old.


“Like I ever had a chance, having to walk
in your shadow.”


The hatred in Paul’s eyes hurt more than
Matt thought it would. He’d chalked it up to sibling rivalry and petty
jealousy, but he saw it was more than that. Paul resented the life Matt had
built for himself, even more so because he had an incredible woman to share it
with.


“You had a better shot than most,” Matt
reminded him. “You had a good education, a family who loved and supported you.
You could have done anything you wanted with your life.” When Matt saw he
wasn’t getting anywhere, he sighed. “You still can do, be, or have whatever you
want, man. If you’re not happy, start over. Figure out what would make you
happy and go after it.”


Paul gave him a level look that set Matt’s
teeth on edge. “Maybe you’re right, Matthew. Maybe that’s exactly what I should
do.”


Matt watched his brother walk back to the
house as Kristen stepped outside. They exchanged a few words before Kristen
made her way toward Matt. When she stopped just shy of reaching him, Matt could
tell she was upset.


“I’m sorry about that,” he said, inclining
his head toward the house. “I was determined not to get into it with him tonight,
but he manages to push all my buttons.”


“Be grateful you still have a kid brother
to fight with. Not all of us are so lucky.” She turned away, fixing her
attention on the setting sun instead of him.


Feeling like a heel for tearing open her
wounds and appearing like a selfish S.O.B., Matt slipped his arms around her
waist, praying she wouldn’t push him away. When she didn’t, he tightened his
grip and buried his face in the crook of her neck. “I’m sorry, baby. About
everything.” She couldn’t know everything he was apologizing for. He was sorry
for not being the man she thought he was. He wasn’t perfect, as Paul was only
too happy to remind him.


Kristen didn’t say anything. She just
covered his forearms with her cold hands and tipped her head back on his shoulder.


“You tired? Cold?” Having second
thoughts about me?


“I’m okay,” she said quietly. “Your mother
asked me to come out and tell you guys the coffee was ready. I think she was
hoping you’d call a truce if I was here.”


“If only it were that easy.” He dropped a
kiss on her cheek and admired the glorious amber streaking the sky while he
collected his thoughts. “Paulie and I bring out the worst in each other. I know
that’s not easy for you to understand, given the relationship you had with your
brother—”


“I do understand,” she interjected,
sounding heartbroken. “I know all too well what you’re going through with Paul.
I loved my brother, but we were always at each other’s throats. Hell, he was a
teenager. It was his job to be a pain in the ass.”


He smiled, though she couldn’t see it. “I
hear that. Sometimes it seems like my brother never has or will outgrow that
stage.”


“But he’s still your brother.” Turning in
his arms, she looked up at him. “Don’t make the same mistakes I made. Don’t
assume you’ll have forever to tell him you love him or that you’re sorry you’ve
never had the kind of relationship you’ve always wanted.”


He looked into her eyes. Her admonishment
made him fall a little deeper in love. Knowing how much she cared reiterated
what he already knew: he was a lucky man to have her in his life.


“I do want things to be better, but…” He
couldn’t explain that he didn’t need Paul in his life without sounding like a
callous jerk. “My partners are like my brothers, Kris. They’re more than my
best friends. They’re family. They’ve always got my back, and when I’m going
through hell, they’re the guys who pull me out.”


“That doesn’t mean you don’t need your
family.” She ran her hands over his biceps. “I see how close you and your
parents are. They’re so proud of you and what you’ve accomplished. Anyone can
see that… especially Paul.”


“Don’t feel sorry for him. He’s made it his
mission to make my parents’ lives miserable, and believe me, they’ve done
nothing to deserve it. They’ve always been there for both of us, and Paul
repaid them by thinking of new ways to humiliate them.”


“I’m sorry about that.” Kristen slid her
hand over the soft fabric of his designer dress shirt. “Your parents seem like
wonderful people, and I’m sure you’re right, they didn’t deserve that. But Paul
is still your family, honey. A few fights won’t change that.”


“What about your father? You told me you
don’t have a relationship with him anymore.” Matt wished he’d kept his big
mouth shut when he saw the stricken look cross her beautiful face. “I’m sorry.
I didn’t mean—”


“No, it’s okay. You had every right to call
me out about that.” She looked at him with the most earnest expression he’d
ever seen. “He didn’t just cheat on my mama. He cheated me too. He lied to me
when he told me I was the most important person in the world to him and he’d
never do anything to hurt me. He didn’t just hurt me. He crushed me. He was the
one man I thought I could always count on, no matter what.”


Matt knew from experience those promises
were usually meant in the moment. He’d said the same to Robin when he asked her
to be his wife. He tried to close his arms around Kristen, but she seemed
determined to keep him at a distance.


“Without even realizing it, I recreated
that pattern by choosing a man just like my father. Someone I thought I could
trust. I turned out to be dead wrong.” With a shuddering breath, she said,
“That’s why it’s so hard for me to trust you. I’m still not sure I can trust my
own instincts.”


Matt knew he should say something to put
her mind at ease, to confirm that she was right to trust him, but the words got
lodged in his throat. She’d already suffered enough. He wouldn’t be just
another guy who made promises he couldn’t keep. They had a long road ahead of
them, and they’d have to navigate it one step at a time. Unfortunately, he felt
like they’d taken a dozen steps back.











Chapter Eleven


 


Kristen arrived at High Rollers early
the day of the party to make sure her crew had everything they needed. The bar
was closed until early evening, but the vice president, Dylan Easton, and the
operations director, Grayson Barrett, were huddled in a booth enjoying
breakfast. Grayson waved Kristen over. He had flirted with her shamelessly the
few times they’d met, but she knew he was just trying to get under Matt’s skin.
One thing was obvious about the tight-knit group: they would never cross that
line.


“Hey, beautiful,” Grayson said, wiping his
mouth with a paper napkin before standing to greet her. “Have you met my
partner in crime yet?”


“Yes, we’ve met,” Kristen said, smiling at
Dylan. “Matt introduced us.”


Grayson sighed heavily. “Matt. Haven’t you
come to your senses about that guy yet?”


Kristen merely smiled. She knew he was
fishing for a tidbit about the status of her relationship with Matt. That led
her to believe Matt had been tight-lipped about the two of them, which she
hadn’t anticipated. She didn’t know if she should be concerned that he wasn’t
confiding in his friends or flattered that he respected her enough to be
discreet.


“Don’t pay any attention to this guy,
Kristen,” Dylan said, rolling his eyes at his friend. “He’s just jealous he
could never get a girl like you.”


They were obviously trying to flatter her,
and it was working. Matt’s friends certainly weren’t lacking in charm. “I’m
sure you both have to carry a big stick just to keep the women away.” Her
cheeks burned as soon as she realized what she said.


Dylan and Grayson looked at each other,
both wearing a grin, before Grayson started laughing. “Honey, that’s how we
attract them.”


“Forget I said that,” she said, shaking her
head ruefully.


“You wanna join us for breakfast?” Dylan
slid across the bench seat to make room for her.


“Maybe just coffee. Your partner showed off
his culinary skills by making me a ham and cheese omelet for breakfast.” She
slid in beside Dylan, grateful that he’d positioned his back to the wall so as
not to crowd her.


Grayson snorted. “If he’s trying to
convince you he can cook, he’s lying.”


“This coming from the guy who charred the
hamburgers the last time he had us over for a barbeque.” Dylan wadded a paper
napkin and fired it at Grayson. “A Texan who can’t barbeque. Man, you should be
ashamed of yourself.”


“I’ve got better things to do than stand
around with a spatula, especially when there are bikini-clad babes divin’ into
my pool.”


Kristen had no trouble envisioning that
scene. When those six bachelors entertained, she had no doubt women routinely
crashed their party. It made her question how often Matt went home alone.
Before he met her, of course. She had no reason to believe he would look at
another woman as long as they were together. She was beginning to hope that
would be a long, long time. Maybe even forever.


“Is that all you ever think about?” Dylan
asked, feigning disgust. “Beautiful women?”


“There are worse things I could do with my
time.”


“Yeah, there are better things you could do
too… like work for a living.”


Kristen knew Dylan was just busting his
friend’s chops. According to Matt, one of the reasons High Rollers was so
successful was because all of the partners were passionate about their role in
the business.


“Forget about him.” Grayson turned the full
impact of his blinding smile on her. “I’d much rather talk about you.”


Any other time, Kristen would have been
flattered by Grayson’s attention. But since she’d started seeing Matt, she
found it difficult to notice another man’s appeal, no matter how handsome,
rich, or charming he may be. And Grayson certainly had all of those bases
covered.


“What about me?” She was almost sorry she’d
asked when he sized her up as though he were trying to guess her weight.


“Why aren’t you married or engaged?”


Taken aback, Kristen figured the best
defense was to go on the offense. “I could ask you the same question.”


Dylan chuckled and reached for a clean mug.
He poured her a cup of coffee from the carafe the waitress had left on their
table. “She’s got you there, Barrett.”


“I have no secrets,” Grayson said, lifting
his palms. “My life is an open book.”


“Yeah, that nobody wants to read,” Dylan
muttered.


Kristen nodded her thanks when Dylan passed
her coffee. “I’m interested. Ever been married, Grayson?”


“Who would have him?” Dylan disguised his
laugh behind a cough when Grayson scowled at him.


“Turns out I’m too busy working,” he said,
firing a pointed look at Dylan. “Which is a hell of a lot more than I can say
for some people.” He turned back to Kristen with a smile. “The truth is I
travel a lot for business. Last year, I was on the road two hundred and forty
days. Not too many women would tolerate a schedule like that.”


“Awww, poor baby.” Dylan pretended to play
the violin. “That’s why he talked us into buying a company jet last year,
because he was tired of flying commercial.”


“I get a lot more work done in the air
now,” Grayson said defensively.


“Yeah, how many times you had your card
punched?” Dylan asked, tongue in cheek. “You know, your membership card?”


“Need I remind you we’re in the presence of
a lady?” Grayson asked, looking affronted.


Obviously they were talking about Grayson’s
membership in the mile-high club, and Kristen suspected Grayson’s reluctance
had more to do with his friend calling him out about his escapades on their
company’s dime than the desire to be a gentleman. She was grateful for the
reprieve nonetheless. The last thing she wanted to talk about was sex with two
men who’d probably experimented with positions she’d never even heard of.


“Sorry,” Dylan said, grasping Kristen’s
shoulder. “He’s right. For once. Tell me about yourself, Kristen. I know you’re
an event planner, and you have good taste in men. What else do I need to know?”


That Dylan was secure enough to compliment
his friend told her a lot about the kind of man he was: loyal, trustworthy,
confident, and generous. All qualities she admired. “There’s not much more to
the story. I started my business a few years ago, and it’s been work, work,
work ever since. You, of all people, know how hard it is to get a new business
off the ground.”


“Sure do,” they agreed in unison.


“But what do you do for fun?” Grayson
reached for his coffee. “It can’t be all about work. That’s not healthy.”


He was right, of course, but prior to Matt,
that had been the story of her life. At least her life post-Richard. “I don’t
want to bore you—”


“Impossible,” came a familiar male voice
behind her. Matt planted a kiss on her cheek. “Miss me?”


She would have if not for the fact that she
left his house less than two hours ago. “I thought you had a meeting.” You have
it bad if you can’t go more than a few hours without missing the man. She
wouldn’t listen to the little voice that told her she was getting in too deep.
She was happier than she could ever remember being.


“I managed to rearrange my morning,” he
said, pulling up a chair and turning it around so he could straddle it. “I
thought you could use an extra pair of hands.”


“That was sweet of you. But you didn’t have
to.” It had been a long time since a man cared enough to put her first. “My
very capable assistant has things under control.” Kristen cast a worried glance
over her shoulder when she saw Shell arguing with the florist. The two
opinionated women often went toe-to-toe, leaving Kristen to referee. “At least,
I hope she does.”


Matt chuckled when he saw Shell’s tirade.
They’d bumped into each other at Kristen’s office a few times since Shell
returned to town, and Matt had a pretty good idea of what made Shell
indispensable and insufferable at the same time. “Maybe you should think about
getting involved. We don’t want any blood shed all over our new floor.”


“Oh, it never gets that bad.” Kristen
thought she would have to have yet another talk with Shell about behaving
appropriately in front of clients.


“There’s always a first time,” Grayson
said. He didn’t sound convinced.


Dylan laughed. “It’s not like y’all aren’t
the first to claim a front row seat at a good cat fight.”


Matt frowned, obviously not appreciating
being outed in front of his girlfriend. “You’re one to talk. You’re usually the
one they’re fighting over.”


Dylan lifted a broad shoulder and flashed a
mouthful of perfect white teeth bracketed by deep dimples. “I can’t help it if
women find me irresistible, can I?’


“Spare us.” Grayson stood. “The only women
fighting over you are the ones the rest of us were smart enough to reject.”


“Ouch.” Dylan looked more amused than
offended. He glanced at the time on his cell phone. “I hate to cut the party
short, but I should bolt. Unlike you,” he said to Matt, “I do have to get to
the office.”


Kristen stood to let Dylan slide out of the
booth. She was surprised when both of Matt’s friends leaned in to hug her.


“It was great to see you again,” Grayson
said.


“Yeah, you guys too,” she said, smiling. It
was easy to see why Matt considered his friends more like family than his
brother. They were clearly the kind of men who would always be there for him.
“I guess I’ll see y’all tonight. I hope the party is everything you want it to
be.”


She knew how important the night was to
Matt and his partners, and she wanted more than anything for it to exceed their
expectations. Not because she was trying to score points with them, she told
herself, but because she was trying to do a good job for her clients. Yeah,
right.


“Sit, finish your coffee,” Matt said when
his friends walked away.


“I really should get back to work.”


He looked uneasy suddenly. “Can you give me
a minute? There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”


Kristen sat down opposite him, feeling her
gut churning. She had the feeling Matt’s decision to rearrange his schedule had
more to do with his mood than his desire to help her. “Is there a problem?” She
prayed he wasn’t about to give her the “friends” speech. Things had been going
so well between them… or so she thought.


“I hope not.” Matt sighed and waved off the
waitress when she approached to clear their table. He set aside discarded
coffee mugs before reaching for her hands. “You know I think you’re great,
right?”


Kristen withdrew her hands immediately.
She’d heard that intro too many times. “But…?” As if she didn’t know.


He leaned back, regarding her closely. “My
ex-wife is back in town.”


“I see.” She felt his words like a punch to
the gut. He’d just been using her until Robin came back. Kristen should have
known he was too good to be true.


“No, I don’t think you do.”


Kristen lowered her head, praying he didn’t
see her tears. She’d never felt like that about anyone, not even Robert, and
letting Matt go just might prove to be the hardest thing she’d ever done. She’d
be damned if she would be his second choice though. “I have to get back to
work, so if you could just say what you need to say, I’d appreciate it.” She
was being brusque, especially after they’d started the day in his bed, but what
did he expect? For her to sit patiently while he listed his ex-wife’s virtues?


“I wasn’t expecting her. She just showed up
on my doorstep a few minutes after you left.”


“And…?” She didn’t know how much more she
could take.


“And she wanted to talk about what happened
between us. She said she was sorry, that she wanted another chance with me.”


“I see.” Kristen stood up quickly, almost
colliding with the waitress approaching their table.


“Not a good time,” Matt said to the young
woman between clenched teeth.


“Sorry, Matt.” She scurried away.


“Sit down,” he said to Kristen. “Please.”


“You don’t have to spell it out for me. I
get it. She’s back and—”


“No, you don’t get it.” He sighed,
gesturing to the seat she vacated. “Please, baby. Just hear me out.”


His term of endearment sounded like more of
an offensive oath in light of what he’d just told her, but she couldn’t just
run out on him. Her team was busy preparing for his party. She prided herself
on being a conscientious professional, so even if it killed her, she would have
to hold up her end of the bargain. “Fine, you have five minutes, and then I
need to get back to work.”


“I don’t love her anymore, if that’s what
you’re thinking.” When he seemed satisfied that his words had finally
registered with Kristen, he admitted, “I’m not sure that I ever really did.”


“Then why are you telling me this?” She
pulled her hair away from her face.


“Because I need you to know the truth.” He
looked torn. “It would have been that easy for you… to walk out on me?”


“What did you expect me to do?” she cried,
not caring that her voice was carrying. “You just told me your ex was back and
she wanted another shot with you. I assumed you were going to tell me you
wanted the same thing.”


“So you would have just given up on us?”


Confused, she asked, “What would you expect
me to do? Fight for you?” She was stunned when he seemed to contemplate the
question like the idea actually had merit. “This isn’t a game to me. I’m not
interested in competing for you like some stupid high school cheerleader.”


“I guess that’s where you and I differ
then,” Matt said, standing.


Kristen got the impression she’d
disappointed him, though she couldn’t say why. He claimed to want a meaningful
relationship with a mature woman, yet he was upset that she hadn’t proven her
love by going to war with his ex-wife? “What are you talking about?”


“If Robert thought about trying to get you
back, I’d beat him to within an inch of his miserable life.”


Kristen gasped, shocked by the hostility
she heard beneath his deceptively calm tone. As she watched him walk away, she
couldn’t help but wonder what the hell just happened and where they stood.


 


***


 


Matt was holed away in the manager’s
office, hiding out before the party. Kristen hadn’t returned yet, and since
Shell was making sure everything went smoothly, he couldn’t even be sure
Kristen would come back. He knew it was totally irrational for him to want her
to be jealous. She was right. They weren’t kids caught up in a game. They were
mature adults trying to build a lasting relationship. It still hurt that she
would have walked away from him without a backward glance.


“There you are,” Jaxon said, poking his
head in the door. “The place looks great, man. Your girlfriend really outdid
herself.”


“Yeah, she did,” Matt said, rapping his
knuckles on the unforgiving wood.


“Uh oh, I know that look. What happened?”


“Come on in and close door.”


Jaxon obliged before crossing the room and
sinking into the chair across from Matt. “So who died?”


“Not who, but what might be the better
question.” With a heavy sigh and heavier heart, Matt said, “Potentially my
relationship with Kris, but I sure as hell hope not.” Tipping his head back, he
looked at the ceiling and noted the over-priced painter’s mishaps. He didn’t
give a damn though. “I really believe this is the real deal, man. I think she’s
the one. I didn’t realize how tired I was of being alone until she came into my
life.”


“Let’s face it, you’ve been alone as long
as I’ve known you, and that includes the time you spent married to that
piranha.”


Jaxon was in no position to pass
judgment—his bedroom had a revolving door—but that didn’t mean Matt wouldn’t
listen to his friend’s opinion. He needed a sounding board, someone to help him
put his mess into perspective. “I’ve had other relationships. A few of them
lasted.” If eight or ten months qualified. “They weren’t all like Robin.”


“Weren’t they?” Jaxon raised an eyebrow.
“Seems to me they all wore same suit, just in varying sizes and colors.”


His friend could be right. Matt didn’t know
anymore. “But Kris isn’t like that. She’s—”


“I know she’s not,” Jaxon cut in. “Anyone
can see that. She’s the first sincere woman you’ve ever dated, at least that I
know of.”


“How do you know that?”


“She’s spent a fair bit of time here
planning the party. Our paths have crossed a few times, and we’ve talked.”


“And?” Matt knew there was more to the
story, and his patience was in short supply.


“She’s amazing.” Looking Matt in the eye,
he said, “I’m not the only one who thinks so. Any one of the boys would trade
places with you in a heartbeat.”


Matt clenched his jaw. He knew there would
be a line of men waiting to take his place if Kristen chose to walk away from
him. “You don’t think I know that?”


“Then why the hell are you moping around in
here when you should be busy worshiping the ground that woman walks on?”


It wasn’t like Jaxon to put any woman up on
a pedestal. He wasn’t disrespectful, but he never met anyone he felt was worth
the effort. Apparently Kristen was an exception to the rule.


“We got into it earlier. I don’t even know
if she’s gonna be here tonight,” Matt said.


“What the hell happened?”


“Robin’s back in town. She showed up at my
place this morning, just after Kris left.”


Jaxon’s chiseled jaw hardened, and his eyes
darkened. “What did that bitch want?”


Matt didn’t even blanch at his friend’s
characterization. “She said she made a mistake, that she wants me back.”


Jaxon cracked his knuckles with a series of
pops. “I hope you told her to go to hell.”


“Basically.” He’d told her they had nothing
left to say to each other and he never wanted to see her again.


“Good,” Jaxon said with a decisive nod.
“Does Kristen know she stopped by to see you?”


“That’s what we got into it about.”


“Can’t say I’m surprised. She was jealous,
huh?”


“No, that’s just it. She wasn’t. I told her
Robin was back, and she barely flinched when she offered to step aside so I
could go back to my ex.” Matt still felt his blood boil when he thought about
how cavalier she’d been.


“Really?” Jaxon asked, looking thoughtful.


“If that was me and her ex-fiancé wanted
her back, he’d have a hell of a fight. You think that means she’s just not that
into me?” Matt couldn’t afford to get invested in a relationship with a woman
who could never fully commit to him. He’d been there, done that, and still had
the colorful blemish on his arm to prove it.


“I think she’s being cautious. She’s been
hurt before, and she doesn’t want to go there again.”


“She’s talked to you about Robert?” Matt
asked, unable to hide his surprise. Neither Jaxon nor Kristen had given him any
indication they’d become so close.


“Yeah, she told me what happened.” He
looked a little uncomfortable. “It was no big deal. We were having coffee one
day, and I asked her why an amazing girl like her was still single. That’s when
she told me about him.”


“Clearly he’s an idiot,” Matt said, feeling
angry all over again.


“You’ll get no argument from me on that
one.”


“Did you get the feeling she’s ready to put
all that behind her?” Matt was a little embarrassed asking his friend to answer
a question he should have been able to answer himself. “That she’s ready to
move on with me?”


“Definitely,” Jaxon said. He looked Matt in
the eye. “She admitted that what she feels for you scares her, but she’s never
felt this way about anyone, not even that dude she planned to marry.”


A slow smile spread across Matt’s face as
the knot in his gut eased. “She really said that?”


“She sure did.”


“Then why do you think she seemed so
unaffected when I told her Robin was back?”


“I think her pride’s been stomped on a time
or two, and she’s trying to prevent that from happening again. I can’t say that
I blame her. Trust me, no matter how she may have reacted, that woman is in
love with you.”


“Thanks,” Matt said, jumping out of his
chair. He slapped Jaxon’s back as he walked past. “That’s exactly what I needed
to hear.”











Chapter Twelve


 


Kristen didn’t know if she should show
her face at High Rollers’ anniversary party, but she was a professional. She
knew how important the event was to Matt. So even though Shell was there,
Kristen forced herself to swallow her anxiety, slip into the killer heels and
designer dress she’d bought especially for the event, and walk in with her head
held high.


She hadn’t even had an opportunity to ask
her crew for a briefing before Matt made a beeline for her. He looked gorgeous
in a black suit and dress shirt with the collar left open just enough to reveal
a hint of the gold chain he always wore.


“I was worried you wouldn’t come,” he said,
stopping just short of touching her.


Kristen’s heart twisted a little when she
realized how much she wanted him to touch her… to pull her into his arms, kiss
her, and whisper that everything would be fine because he loved her and that
wouldn’t change no matter who tried to come between them.


“I wanted to make sure y’all were happy—”


“I’m not happy,” he said quietly. “In fact,
I’ve been pretty miserable ever since you left.”


“Me too,” she admitted. Her misery was
probably stamped all over her face.


“Can we slip into the office and talk for a
bit?”


With a quick glance around the room, she
saw that everything was under control. The place was packed, and everyone
seemed to be having a good time. Photographers and reporters were milling
about, famous faces graced every corner of the room, laughter could be heard
above the live music, and food and drinks were circulating.


“Sure, I can spare a few minutes.” She
didn’t want him to know that she’d been anticipating their conversation. She
knew they would see each other that night and they wouldn’t be able to avoid
having a conversation about their future. Her stomach clenched as she thought
about where his head and heart might be.


“Great.” Looking relieved, he took her hand
and led her to the manager’s office in the back. He closed the door before
facing her. “I’m sorry about what happened earlier.”


“It’s not your fault your ex—”


“I’m not apologizing that she stopped by.
Believe me, I let her know we’re never getting back together.”


Kristen knew the conviction in his voice
should put her mind at ease, but she sensed there was more he wasn’t telling
her, so before she got her hopes up, she prompted him to continue. “But?”


“But I wanted you to feel something…”
Looking frustrated, he turned his back and crossed the room. “I wanted you to
care.”


“I did care.” She was stunned he hadn’t
picked up on how much she cared. She’d done her best to salvage her pride in
front of him, but she never guessed he hadn’t seen right through her act. “How
can you think otherwise?”


He rounded the desk, using it as a barrier
between them. “I just know that if our situations were reversed, I’d have been
tearing your ex a new one.”


“So you thought I should have hunted Robin
down and what? Warned her to stay away from you?” Since the immediate threat to
their relationship had passed, Kristen couldn’t help but see the humor in the
situation. She was afraid of caring too much, and in the process, she’d let
Matt believe she didn’t care at all.


“No, I just…” Looking embarrassed, he sank
into the swivel chair with his head down and shoulders slumped. “Damn it, I
don’t know what I was expecting, but it sure as hell wasn’t the reaction I got.
You were prepared to just walk away, and I’m not gonna lie. That hurt like
hell.”


Rounding the desk, she turned his chair
until he faced her. Sliding into his lap as gracefully as she could, she linked
her arms around his neck and locked eyes with him. “I’m in love with you.” She
gave him a minute to absorb her words. “I’ve never trusted anyone enough to
give my heart completely. I always held back a little, believing it would hurt
less if he disappointed me, but I can see now how wrong I was.”


He slid a hand up her thigh to rest on her
hip. “I get that you’re scared, baby. I am too, but I’m more afraid of losing
you than I am of taking a chance on us.”


“I feel the same way.” She tipped her
forehead to rest against his. “I went back and forth all day thinking about
what I would say when I saw you, and it always came back to one thing. I love
you, and I don’t want to lose you.” Kristen had never been so vulnerable, yet
she didn’t feel fearful. Matt’s strong arms around her acted like an anchor,
making her believe that nothing and no one could take her down with him there.


“That’s all I needed to hear.” He placed an
index finger under her chin. “I’ve wasted so many years chasing some stupid
ideal. I was trying to prove something, whether to myself or the rest of the
world, I don’t know. The only thing I know is that it always slipped through my
fingers. I could never seem to hold on tight enough. I’m not gonna let you slip
away, Kris.”


She smiled. “I have no intention of trying
to get away.”


“I know I can’t hold on to you.” He sighed.
“I get that. Holding on too tight will only make you want to leave. I have to
trust that you’ll want to stay with me no matter how many temptations
cross your path. I have to believe that I’ll be enough to make you want to come
home to our bed at night.”


Kristen got so caught up in his reference
to their shared bed that she almost missed his reference to other men. “How can
you think I would want anyone else?” His ex-wife really must have done a number
on him if he questioned his ability to keep his partner satisfied. Any woman
would give up everything she owned for a chance with a guy like Matt.


“Look at you,” he said, gesturing to the
dress that fit her like a second skin. “You were my fantasy girl, the one
person I never thought I’d have a chance with.” He closed his eyes as though he
couldn’t stand to confront the truth. “Part of me that wonders if this is too good
to be true. If you’re going to wake up one day and realize this was a mistake,
that you didn’t really know me at all.”


Kristen couldn’t make sense of his
reservations. She knew everything she needed to know about him. “I have a
proposition for you. Let’s pretend we just met. I want to forget the past.
Yours, mine, and ours.”


“As great as that sounds, I don’t know if
we can do that, baby. There are things about me, things you should probably
know before you decide whether you really wanna be in this for the long haul.”


“The only thing that matters to me is the
man you are, not the man you used to be.” She knew Matt had faults just like
everyone else, but she also knew he had a good heart. She could trust him, and
he would never hurt her or anyone else he cared about. To her, the only things
that mattered were trust and honesty, and she knew he represented both. She
could count on him when it felt like the rest the world was against her.


“I want to believe that,” he whispered as
he tightened his arms around her. “You don’t know how much I want to believe
that.”


Before Kristen could respond, someone
knocked on the door.


“Come in,” Matt said, holding firm when
Kristen tried to wiggle off his lap.


A young man wearing a suit and tie with a
gold nametag pinned to his lapel poked his head in the door, blushing when he
saw Kristen. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I need you out front for a minute,
boss.”


“Be right there, Jer.” Matt waited for the
door to close. “Can we continue this conversation later, maybe at my place?”


Kristen knew he was asking whether they
were okay, whether she would go home with him. The answer was an unequivocal
yes. Whatever life threw at them, they could handle it. “Sounds like a plan.”


 


***


 


Kristen was making her rounds, making sure
all of the guests were having a good time, when a stunning blonde in a blue
strapless dress reached for her arm.


“You’re Kristen, right?”


Fearing the woman may have her sights set
on Matt, Kristen stiffened her back, preparing to do battle. “Yes, and you
are?”


“Rennie Foster.” She nodded toward a group
of professional baseball players engaged in a spirited game of pool. “Zach’s my
husband. He said y’all have met a couple of times. You’re Matt’s girlfriend,
right?”


“Yes.” Kristen relaxed into a genuine smile
an extended her hand. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Rennie. I’ve heard so
many wonderful things about you from both Zach and Matt.”


“Same goes,” Rennie said, winking. “I
haven’t known Matt all that long, but I’ve never seen him as happy as he’s been
since you two started seeing each other.” She nudged Kristen’s elbow. “You’re
obviously good for him.”


Kristen caught Matt’s eye from across the
room and felt the heat from his appreciative gaze all the way to the tips of
her brightly painted toes. “He’s good for me too.”


“Uh oh.” Rennie turned her back to the door
and brought her glass of white wine to her lips.


“What’s wrong?” Kristen expected to see the
doormen doing battle with potential party crashers.


“Have you met Matt’s brother yet?”


Then Kristen saw him… and the
exotic-looking creature on his arm who looked exactly like Matt’s tattoo. “Is
that—”


“Robin?” Rennie sighed. “I’m afraid so. I
can’t imagine why he’d bring her here. He knows Matt can’t stand her.” She
touched Kristen’s arm in a show of support. “It’s true, you know. He wants
nothing more to do with her. No matter what she might tell you—”


“It’s okay, I know the story.”


“You do?” Rennie looked relieved. “I wasn’t
sure if Matt would tell you, but I’m glad he did. I know it looks bad for him,
but it really was her fault. If she hadn’t—” Rennie stopped suddenly. “What
exactly did Matt tell you about Robin?”


“Just that she was back in town.” Trying to
force words past her dry lips, she said, “But it sounds like there’s a lot more
I need to know. Care to tell me?”


“I can’t.” She looked as if she’d just
stepped into a plot of quicksand she feared may swallow her whole. “I’m sorry.
I’d like to, but that’s a conversation for you to have with Matt.” She looked
behind her, eyeing the group Matt had been standing with. “Speaking of Matt,
where did he go? He’s going to want to deal with those two before they can do
any damage.”


“I don’t know.” Kristen squared her
shoulders when she saw the couple making a beeline for her. No way would she
behave like a shrinking violet just because that woman expected her to. She
intended to let Robin know that her days with Matt had long since passed and
suggest she move on and spare herself the embarrassment of making another play
for him.


“Kristen, so nice to see you again,” Paul said,
taking her hand. “You’ve really outdone yourself. The place looks great, and
everyone seems to be enjoying themselves.”


Wish I could say the same. “Thank you.” She smiled politely as she extracted her hand from
his. “I’m surprised to see you here. I don’t recall seeing your name on the
guest list.”


With a wave, he said, “It must have been an
oversight on my brother’s part. One my mother was happy to rectify.”


Of course Nancy would include her younger
son. Kristen was quite certain she never would have expected him to ask her
former daughter-in-law to be his escort though. Before Kristen could ask
whether Rennie and Paul had met, Rennie excused herself. Given the tension
emanating from their small circle, Kristen couldn’t blame Zach’s wife for
wanting to make herself scarce.


“Kristen, I’d like you to meet Robin,
Matt’s—”


“I know who she is.” Kristen gave Robin a
feral smile. “I’m even more surprised to see you here. I thought Matt made
himself clear when you stopped by his house earlier.”


“So he told you about that?” Robin tipped
her head back, her sleek black hair grazing her prominent cheekbones.


The other woman towered over Kristen, and
she was certain Robin was trying to use her height to intimidate her. Little
did Robin know it would take more than that to make Kristen back down.


“I’m willing to bet there’s a whole lot
more my ex-husband didn’t tell you.” Robin’s self-satisfied smile revealed
blindingly white teeth against red lipstick and flawless skin.


Paul cleared his throat. “I’ll let you two
get better acquainted. Can I get you anything?”


“I don’t think we’ll be staying long enough
to enjoy a drink,” Robin said, looking amused. “Once Matt or one of his cronies
spots me, they’ll waste no time tossing me out.”


“You’re probably right.” Paul looked more
amused than alarmed at the prospect as he made his way through the crowd.


“Why did you come if you know you’re not
welcome?” Kristen asked, getting the sense she wouldn’t like the answer.


“I thought you and I should chat.” Robin
tapped a French-manicured nail against her beaded designer clutch. “For your
benefit, of course.”


Kristen had met women like her before. The
only interests Robin was trying to protect were her own. “I’m really not
interested in anything you have to say.” Before she could walk away, Robin
stopped her.


“Oh, I think you might be interested in
hearing about how my ex-husband is a liar and a cheat. You know, before you get
in too deep. I wouldn’t want to see you get your heart broken the way I did.”
For the first time, she offered what seemed like a genuine smile.


Kristen was too stunned by her accusation
to take much notice. “You honestly expect me to believe Matt cheated on you?”
Kristen infused just the right amount of incredulity into her voice as she
folded her arms. “If anything, I’m sure it was the other way around.”


“I know that’s what Matt would like you to
believe, but he wasn’t an innocent victim, I can assure you.”


Kristen wouldn’t believe anything that came
out of her mouth. Robin would clearly do or say anything to create a rift
between them. “I don’t know what makes you think I would—”


Matt’s body was rigid when he moved into
Robin’s personal space. “What the hell are you doing here? Didn’t I make myself
clear this morning? I have nothing to say to you.”


Robin looked around him, her eyes locking
with Kristen’s. She raised an eyebrow, looking totally unaffected by Matt’s
rage. “I came to see Kristen. We were having a nice little chat about what
really ended our marriage.”


Kristen watched the color drain from Matt’s
tanned face as she got a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. Surely
there couldn’t be any truth to Robin’s claim. Could there? She would have sworn
Matt wasn’t the kind of man who would cheat on his wife, but the little voice
in her head reminded her that she would have said the same about her father.


“You need to leave before I have you thrown
out on your ass,” Matt said.


“Come on now, big brother.” Paul shoved a
bottle of beer into Matt’s hand. “Have a drink, lighten up. It’s a party. We’re
all here to have a good time, right? To celebrate your success.”


“You did this?” Matt looked torn between
hurt and rage. “You brought her here knowing her only intent was to cause
trouble for me?”


Kristen wondered how Robin could cause
trouble for him if she was lying.


Jaxon appeared, shooting Paul and Robin a
look that told anyone who witnessed it he didn’t consider them good enough to
polish his overpriced shoes. “Do we need to get security over here?” Jaxon
asked Matt. “’Cause believe me, it would be my pleasure.”


“No.” Matt glared at his brother. “I think
they’re smart enough to leave on their own. Am I right?’


“My work here is done.” Robin looked
positively gleeful. “I think it’s time for a real party,” she said, linking her
hand with Paul’s. “Your place or mine?”


Matt cringed and turned his back on them.
“I’m sorry about that. I had no idea they would be here.”


“Matt,” Kristen said cautiously, “Robin
implied you cheated on her while you two were married. That’s not true, is it?”


“Uh… I think I’ll give you two some privacy,”
Jaxon muttered before slipping away.


Before Matt could utter a word, Kristen had
her answer. Torn between disbelief and heartbreak, she wished she could walk
out without causing a scene, but she knew Matt wouldn’t let her get away
without trying to explain his side of the story. Adulterers always had a story.
Their wives didn’t understand them. The daily grind wore them down and they
needed to escape reality for a while. They’d gotten married for all the wrong
reasons and regretted the decision. Kristen wondered which excuse her father
had used with his mistress… or what Robert had said to the woman sharing his
bed when he was supposed to become her husband.


“I have to go,” she said, slipping her
wrist free of his grip.


“Please, just give me a minute before you
walk out on me,” he said, sounding desperate.


“Just answer one question, the only one
that matters to me. Did you sleep with another woman while you were married to
Robin?”


“Yes, but it’s not that simple.” He reached
for her again. “We were in a really bad place. She was traveling all the time—”


Stepping back, she attempted to clarify
what she already knew. “But you were still sharing a home and a bed?”


“Technically, but—”


“No buts. That’s all I needed to know.
Good-bye, Matt.”


“No.” He grabbed her upper arm. “Damn it, I
love you, Kris. I would never even look at another woman as long as I’m with
you. You’ve got to believe that.”


She looked at him and got lost in his eyes
for what she knew would be the last time. Matt had committed an unforgiveable
sin. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t betrayed her. His actions told her he
wasn’t the man she thought he was.


“How can you expect me to believe anything
you say?” A shaky breath helped her find her voice. There would be time for
tears later. “Did you ask her to believe you too? Did you tell her you’d never
betray her, never cheat on her, that you’d always love her?”


“I admit I slept with someone else while I
was married to Robin, but she drove me to it!”


A few people turned to stare when he raised
his voice, but they quickly diverted their attention when they saw Matt’s
corded neck and flaring nostrils. He looked like a bull ready to charge, and no
one wanted to be in his path when he did.


“She drove you to it?” Poking a threatened
snake was foolish, but she couldn’t help herself. “You can’t seriously expect
me to believe that.”


“If you’d just listen—”


“I’ve heard all I need to hear.” Squaring
her shoulders, she walked away, politely excusing herself as she made her way
through the crowd. She spotted Shell a few feet from the door talking to one of
the security personnel. No doubt flirting, but Kristen didn’t have time to
worry about that. She reached for her assistant’s arm and hauled her away
before she had a chance to talk. “Shell, do you have a minute? I need to get
away for a few days. Do you think you could hold down the fort?”


“Where are you going?” Shell asked, looking
stunned.


Kristen never took a vacation, especially a
spur-of-the-moment one. She knew if she stayed in town, Matt would come to her
work and home, demanding she give him a chance to explain why he felt compelled
to cheat on his wife.


“I thought I’d visit my mother and
stepfather for a few days. You know they’ve been after me to come out and see
the new house.” That was true, but she had always told them she couldn’t
squeeze a visit, no matter how brief, into her packed schedule. For the first
time in years, work was the last thing on Kristen’s mind.


“I think that’s great,” Shell said,
squeezing her hand. “Lord knows you deserve to get away. Are you sure there
isn’t more to the story? I mean, it’s not like you to be so impulsive.” Shell
glanced at Matt, who was engaged in a heated conversation with Jaxon.


She had to tell Shell a variation of the
truth if she didn’t want Matt to know where she was. “Matt and I are through.
He’s having a hard time accepting that. I think a little distance might do us
both some good.”


Shell look deflated. “But I thought you
guys were so great together. What happened?”


“I’ll tell you another time.” Matt no doubt
wanted to go after Kristen, and Jaxon was probably encouraging him to give her
a little time to cool off. But Jaxon couldn’t keep the lion caged forever.
“Will you cover for me? I mean, just tell him you don’t know where I went,
okay?” The nagging little voice in her head reminded her that a lie was a lie,
but she decided a little white lie for a good cause wouldn’t hurt.


“Take all the time you need,” Shell said,
glaring at Matt. “I can handle things here.”











Chapter Thirteen


 


The next morning, Matt pounded on the
door to Kristen’s office suite as Robert stepped off the elevator. After Matt’s
sleepless night, calling Kristen every hour before driving over to her place
only to find out from the security guard that she wasn’t home, he was in no
mood to make nice with her ex.


“Just keep walking,” Matt growled, hoping
Robert had the good sense to know that a smart-ass remark would cost him a few
teeth. Matt couldn’t think of a better person to take his frustration out on.


“And pass up the chance to find out what’s
got you so pissed off?” Robert asked smugly. “Not a chance.”


“Where is she?”


“Why are you asking me? I thought she was
your girlfriend.”


“She is,” he muttered, knowing Kristen
would likely argue with that characterization.


“You look like I felt when she dumped me.”
Robert propped one shoulder against the wall beside Matt. “Sucks, doesn’t it?”


Matt thought he didn’t have anything in
common with the jerk, but maybe they weren’t so different. Kris certainly
didn’t seem to think so. “Why’d you do it? Cheat on her, I mean. You had to
know you couldn’t do any better.”


He looked at Matt a while, obviously trying
to decide how much he should reveal. “Why don’t you step inside my office? You
look like you could use a coffee, and I know I could.”


Deciding he might as well kill a little
time until Kristen showed up, Matt followed Robert down the short hallway to
his office suite. It was clearly too early for his receptionist or associates
to make an appearance, so they had the privacy they would no doubt need if Robert
intended to explain what happened with Kristen. Matt didn’t know why it was so
important to him that he hear Robert’s version of the story. Perhaps he needed
to convince himself that he was nothing like him, that their stories shared no
similarities.


Robert prepared coffee, asking Matt, “Cream
or sugar?”


“Black.” Matt was antsy from sitting around
doing nothing when he should be scouring the city for Kristen. He waited for
Robert to set the coffee down and settle in on the other side of the desk. “So
were you drunk or high? Come on, what’s the story?”


Robert stared at him, jaw slack, before he
burst out laughing. “Drunk.” He shook his head. “Not that I’m making excuses. I
know there’s no excuse for what I did.”


“You’re right.” Matt knew Kristen would argue
he was no better. Cheating was cheating, no matter the circumstances, but
unlike Kristen, his ex-wife couldn’t claim to be an innocent victim. “So why’d
you do it?”


Robert stared at his non-descript ceramic
mug in for so long Matt began to think he would ignore the question. “I was
crazy about Kris. I’d never felt like that about anyone, ever.”


“So why’d you do it?” That was the only
thing Matt really wanted to know. He wasn’t interested in a play-by-play of
their entire relationship, only the events surrounding Robert’s adultery. He
needed to convince himself there were no parallels between their stories.


“I always got the feeling she was with me
because she was tired of being alone.” Robert reached for his coffee. “I
pressured her to make a commitment she wasn’t ready for because I was afraid of
losing her.”


Matt tried to silence the nagging inner
voice that told him he’d done the same. “Kris doesn’t seem like the kind of
woman who could be pressured into accepting a marriage proposal.”


“You might think that, but given how many
times I had to ask her before she finally broke down and said yes…” He shook
his head, a self-deprecating smile tugging at his lips. “In my business, we
call that coercion.”


Matt already knew Kristen was a woman he
could easily spend the rest of his life with, but he knew when and if that time
came, she had to want it as much as he did or it would never work.


“I told myself she was just gun-shy because
of her parents’ lousy marriage. I thought that as time went on, she’d get more
comfortable with the idea. I assumed planning the wedding would be the fun part
for her, given her line of work.”


“But that wasn’t the case?” Matt didn’t
want to feel an ounce of sympathy for Robert, but to holding onto his hatred
wasn’t easy when it was obvious how much he loved Kristen. If he was guilty of
anything, it was loving her too much.


“No, she kept putting it off. Every time I
talked to her about setting a date, she told me she was swamped at work and
couldn’t think about it for a few more months.” He picked up the mug. “I just
wanted to marry her, ya know? To start a family and have the kind of life I’d
always dreamed about with the woman I loved.”


Matt’s gut twisted. There were too many
similarities between his situation and Robert’s. “I hear ya. So what happened?”


“We had a fight.” His hand trembled as he
set the cup down. “Some of my buddies wanted to take me out, you know, to
celebrate my engagement. I didn’t want to go, but I was so damned frustrated
trying to get through to Kris that I thought, what the hell? Might as well go
and blow off a little steam. One drink led to ten. You know how that goes.”


Matt had been there a time or two. “Yeah.
So who was she?” Not that it mattered. Matt was still waiting for Robert to
tell him something, anything, that would color the differences between them. So
far he’d heard nothing.


“Just some waitress.” Robert rolled his
eyes. “How’s that for a cliché?”


“You told Kris about it?”


“I had to. The guilt was eating me up. It
was one night. It meant nothing, she meant nothing, and I knew it would sure as
hell never happen again.”


“Did it occur to you to just keep your
mouth shut and forget it ever happened?”


“Sure. But the girl was a little wacked.
She thought that was the start of something between us. When she found out it
wasn’t, she threatened to tell Kris.”


“So you had to tell Kris before your
one-night stand beat you to the punch?”


“Something like that.”


Matt would have had more respect for Robert
if he’d told Kristen the truth because it was the right thing to do, but he was
in no position to judge him. “How did she take it?” As if he didn’t know. If
there was one thing he knew about Kristen, infidelity topped her list of
unforgiveable sins.


“She threw the ring in my face and told me
to get the hell out of her sight,” Robert said through clenched teeth. “I
pleaded with her to give me a chance to explain, but she was having none of it.
I can’t say I blame her. If she was the one with another guy, it would have
killed me.”


Just the thought of Kristen making love to
someone else set Matt off. “So that was it?”


“That was it,” Robert confirmed. “Kris
doesn’t believe in second chances, at least not when it comes to cheating. I
guess I can understand, given what happened with her old man.”


“Yeah, I guess.” Matt saw his chance with
her slipping away, and he didn’t know what the hell to do.


“So what’d you do to set her off?” Robert
asked.


A few hours earlier, Matt had thought
Kristen’s ex was the last person he’d confide in. “She found out I slept with
someone else while I was still married to my ex-wife.”


Air hissed through Robert’s teeth. “That
couldn’t have gone over well.”


“Ya think?” Matt drained his cup before
setting it on the desk.


“How’d she find out?”


“My ex showed up our party last night,
trying to cause trouble between me and Kris.”


“Sounds like it worked.”


“Oh yeah.” Robin couldn’t have
choreographed the scene any better. “She definitely got what she wanted.”


“So you’re here to try to convince Kris
there were extenuating circumstances, that you cheated on your wife because she
deserved it?”


Matt swallowed what tasted like bile. He
recognized it as the bitter truth. That’s exactly what he’d hoped to
accomplish, but after hearing Robert’s story, he knew there was no way it would
be that easy. He could tell Kristen exactly how he and Robin shared the blame
for the demise of their marriage, but it wouldn’t erase what he had done. “I
guess I’d better come up with a Plan B, huh?”


Robert chuckled. “That would be my
suggestion.”


Matt stood and, doing something he never
expected he would, offered Robert his hand. “Thanks for the coffee and the
talk. Believe it or not, it helped.”


“I’m glad.” Robert clasped Matt’s hand. “I
still love Kris, probably always will, but it’s never gonna happen for us. I
want her to be happy, and from what I could tell, you made her happy. Maybe
she’ll remember that once she’s had a chance to think things through.”


Matt knew Robert’s word held a veiled
warning. “You’re suggesting I give her a little time and space?”


“I know that’s what I would do.”


As hard as it would be, Matt had to let
Kristen go. He just prayed she would realize how much he loved her and come
back to him, willing to forget their past mistakes.


 


***


 


Kristen had spent a sleepless night in a
hotel near the airport. She didn’t want to sleep at home, knowing that would be
the first place Matt checked, nor did she want to show up on her mother’s
doorstep in the middle of the night.


The short drive from the airport to her
mother and stepfather’s home did little to ease Kristen’s angst. She’d decided
to surprise them, mainly because she didn’t want to explain over the phone what
prompted her sudden decision. Her mother would get it out of her, but Kristen
wanted to wait until they were face-to-face.


After pulling into the winding driveway,
Kristen took a few deep breaths while the driver hauled her suitcase out of the
trunk. She slipped a few bills into his hand, including a generous tip. He’d
been astute enough to realize she wasn’t interested in idle chit-chat. Looking
up at the post-and-beam home Phillip and her mother had built two years ago,
Kristen was glad to see a car parked by the detached garage and a light burning
in what she assumed was the kitchen. Last she heard, they weren’t planning
another trip for a couple of months, but it wasn’t uncommon for them to take
off in their RV on a moment’s notice.


“Thank you,” Kristen said to the taxi
driver as she took the handle of her luggage.


In her frenzy to pack and escape, she
wasn’t certain she’d packed for the elements. Whatever she had would have to
do. It wasn’t as though she intended to do a lot of sightseeing. Her main goal
was to hide out and share her fears with someone who would understand. If
anyone would support her decision not to get involved with a man capable of cheating
on his wife, it would be her mother. Kristen just needed someone to tell her
she was right to walk away from the man she loved. Her heart argued it was a
mistake she would regret for the rest of her life.


“Enjoy your stay, ma’am,” the middle-aged
man said before climbing back into his taxi.


Kristen knew pleasure would be elusive.
While she was looking forward to seeing her family, the best she could hope for
was a little rest and relaxation to soothe her battered spirit.


Before she could even ring the doorbell,
her mother threw the door open, her elation evident. “Kristen, oh my gosh! I
can’t believe you’re here, honey.”


Kristen commanded herself to smile and
pretend she was there to make her mother’s day. “Hey, Mama, I thought I’d
surprise you. You’ve been after me to come out and see the new house for so
long that I thought it was high time I make the trip. I hope you don’t mind I
didn’t call first?”


“Mind?” Nadine asked, pulling her daughter
into her arms. “Surely you can’t be serious?


I’m thrilled you’re here, and Phillip will
be too.”


Kristen closed her eyes, breathing in her
mother’s familiar smell. They’d been so close until her mother found solace in
alcohol. After that, it had taken years for them to repair their relationship.
But they finally had, and Kristen felt they were closer than ever. Though they
didn’t see each other often, they talked and texted or emailed almost daily.


“Thanks,” Kristen whispered, cursing the
tears burning her eyes. She didn’t want to worry her mother by breaking down on
her doorstep. Holding it together was proving more difficult than she thought
it would be. “It’s so great to see you.”


Nadine must have heard her voice waver
because she pulled back. “What’s wrong, sugar?”


“Nothing.” Kristen sniffled and looked over
her mother’s shoulder, hoping to catch a glimpse of Phillip. Maybe his presence
would distract Nadine. “Where’s Phillip?”


Nadine narrowed her eyes while pulling
Kristen inside. She reached for Kristen’s suitcase and closed the door. “Don’t
try to change the subject. I asked you what’s wrong.”


Kristen gave her mother a quick once-over.
She looked fabulous. Her streaked silvery-blond chin-length bob was stylishly
stacked in back, and her body was trim from hours of walking and Tai Chi. Her
soft pink warm-up suit hinted that she’d just finished her morning fitness
ritual before her daughter showed up like a stray. That’s how Kristen felt,
even in the warmth of her mother’s home


Before Kristen could hedge her mother’s
question again, Philip made his way down the stairs, a wide smile lighting his
soft green eyes that were partially concealed by his silver-framed glasses. He
was everything her biological father wasn’t: steadfast, reliable, and honest.
As a college professor, he’d been a rock in his children’s lives, raising them
on his own after his wife left them to find herself.


“Hi, Phillip.” Kristen stepped forward when
he opened his arms. As soon as his strong arms enfolded her, Kristen felt a
fresh wave of tears burning the back of her throat.


Phillip was the kind of man she’d wanted as
a father, someone she could turn to when her life was falling apart, who would
always be there to hold her and tell her everything would be fine. She hadn’t
spoken to her father in years and questioned whether she ever would again. The
separation was so long, the hurt and resentment too deep to allow healing and
forgiveness to permeate. He had a new family, a new life, and he’d never given
Kristen any indication she had a place in it.


“What a wonderful surprise,” Phillip said
softly, stroking her back and offering the comfort and reassurance he was
famous for.


Kristen could only imagine the look of
confusion passing between her mother and stepfather. They must wonder what she
was doing there and what was so terrible that she needed to seek refuge in
their little corner of the world.


“I was just about to make breakfast,”
Nadine said. “How do blueberry pancakes sound?”


With an arm around her shoulders, Phillip
guided Kristen into the spacious kitchen adjoining the family room. “Sounds good
to me, sweetheart.”


Kristen smiled at the endearment. That was
what she had always wanted for her mother: peace, happiness, and a man who
loved her. “Your home is beautiful.”


She could see the entire main floor from
that vantage point. The home didn’t have a large footprint, but the rooms were
spacious with high ceilings and plenty of windows. The forest surrounding the
property meant they didn’t have to worry about window treatments. It had taken
them an entire year to find a suitable piece of land to build their dream home,
but it had clearly been worth the wait. She couldn’t imagine a more perfect
spot for people seeking peace, tranquility, and the opportunity to appreciate
the beauty of nature in their own backyard.


“Thank you, honey,” Nadine said, setting
out the ingredients for the pancakes.


“Pictures don’t do it justice.” Kristen
accepted the chair Phillip offered with a grateful smile. Nadine had emailed
her updates, complete with pictures, during the construction and decorating
phases. Nadine knew how much she loved decorating, which was ironic, since
Kristen’s home looked like a non-descript builder’s box. “I think you made the
right choice with the family room furniture, Mama. The plaid cushions are
perfect with the chenille.”


“Thanks, honey. Did I mention I’ve taken up
knitting?” Nadine poured a generous amount of fresh blueberries into the bowl.
“I made that throw on the couch.”


Kristen saw the brown and red blanket
tossed over the arm, inviting one to take a nap or curl up with a good book.
She wasn’t surprised her mother was learning a new skill. The second half of
her life had been all about squeezing every ounce of pleasure she could out of
every day. She claimed losing her only son and so much time to her addiction
had helped her to realize that every moment was a gift, and she was determined
to make the most of it.


“It’s lovely.”


“I learned by checking a few books out of
the library,” Nadine said, pouring several circles of batter into the hot
skillet. “Of course, that didn’t work so well. You know me, I’m more of a
visual learner. So I started watching YouTube videos, and that helped a lot.”


“Now she belongs to a knitter’s group in
town,” Phillip said, setting two mugs of freshly brewed coffee on the table.
“At first, the owner, Sandra, gave her a few lessons. Then she invited your
mother to join the group.”


“That’s nice.” Kristen had always admired
her mother’s ability to welcome people into her social circle. As much as
Kristen enjoyed interacting with people, she was always more cautious about
letting her guard down.


“We knit for charity,” Nadine said. “You
know, scarves and hats for the homeless. Preemie hats and blankets for babies,
that sort of thing.”


Kristen prepared her coffee. “Why didn’t
you mention anything about it on the phone?”


“I was more interested in what’s happening
in your life.”


That was so typical of her mother. “There’s
not much to tell, except for work.” Of course that wasn’t entirely true, but it
wasn’t time to talk about Matt. Her mother knew she was seeing someone new, but
she’d been reluctant to share too much about him in case it didn’t work out.
She didn’t want to get her mother’s hopes up.


“Have you seen Robert lately?” Nadine
frowned as she searched through a drawer, presumably for a spatula.


“It would be hard not to,” Kristen said,
sharing a smile with Phillip. “Since we share an office building and all.”


Nadine grunted as she flipped the pancakes.
“If he had any decency, he would find a new office space, preferably on the
other side of the country.”


“Gee, how do you really feel?” Kristen took
a tentative sip of coffee. It was strong, just the way she liked it.


“I’m sorry,” Nadine said, plating a short
stakes of pancakes as Phillip crossed the kitchen to gather plates and
utensils. “I know I should keep my opinions to myself, but I can’t help it.
Just thinking about what he did to you makes my blood boil.”


“Maybe it wasn’t all his fault.” Kristen
almost laughed when her mother gaped at her. She’d had a lot of time to think
about what had happened between her and Robert, and she realized Robert may not
have been entirely to blame.


“What are you saying?” Nadine’s face
twisted into a look of disgust. “Surely you’re not implying you drove him to
cheat on you?”


That was a sore spot for her mother. The
same questions had plagued Nadine when she learned of her husband’s infidelity,
and it ultimately drove her to seek refuge in alcohol.


“No, of course not.” While spreading maple
syrup on her pancakes, Kristen said, “I just think we’re both to blame for
things not working out.”


“There are usually two sides to every
story,” Phillip said, reclaiming his seat and spreading a napkin in his lap.
“And usually more than enough blame to go around.”


Kristen looked at him, hoping he would
continue. She valued his opinion, and given his experience with a broken
marriage, he would likely have insight that was of value to her. “It sounds
like you speak from experience?”


“A couple doesn’t divorce or separate
because one person is solely to blame, my dear. In my experience, people
change, they grow apart. Instead of acknowledging that, they often look to
others to ease their fears about the future.”


“Makes sense,” Kristen said, waiting until
her mother was seated before eating. “But I don’t know that Robert and I
changed all that much. I just don’t think we were all that compatible to begin
with.”


“I can’t argue with that,” Nadine muttered.
She frowned when her husband gave her a sharp look. “I’m sorry, but my daughter
knows I always speak my mind, especially where her welfare is concerned.”


“It’s okay, Mama.” Kristen popped a
delectable blueberry-infused triangle into her mouth. Her mother’s pancakes
were to-die-for, like so many of her staples. If Kristen could cook half as
well, she suspected she wouldn’t be able to work off all the calories she’d
consume. “I know how you feel about Robert.”


“Enough about him,” Nadine said, pouring orange
juice from the glass decanter her husband had set on the table. “I want to hear
about the new man in your life. Matt, isn’t it?”


Kristen must have grimaced because Phillip
raised an eyebrow. “Is he part of the reason for your impromptu visit?”


She’d hoped to have a little more time
before burdening them with her troubles. “I learned something about him last
night, something that troubled me.” Kristen assumed she would have that
conversation with only her mother, but it might be nice to hear a man’s viewpoint.


“What’s that?” Nadine asked.


Kristen was almost afraid to throw Matt
under the bus, which told her she hadn’t written him off entirely. “I found out
that he cheated on his wife.”


Nadine and Phillip shared a look before he
asked, “Did he tell you that?”


“No, she did. His ex-wife, I mean.” As
delicious as the pancakes were, Kristen pushed her plate away. She wouldn’t be
able to eat another bite as long as Matt was the topic of conversation.


“Did he tell you the circumstances?”
Phillip asked. “Was it an ongoing affair or a one-time thing? Was there just
one woman or more?”


“I don’t know.” Kristen couldn’t reconcile
her image of Matt with a man who would do the things her father had done. “I
didn’t stick around long enough to hear the details. It doesn’t really matter,
does it?”


“I don’t know. Does it matter to you?”
Phillip asked.


“What do you mean?” Kristen felt as though
he was talking in riddles. Her sleep deprived-brain was probably making it seem
that way.


“There’s a story there. It may not be the one
you want to hear,” Phillip said quietly. “You may not think it even matters,
but if you don’t find out, won’t you always wonder?”


“Honestly, I don’t know. I’m just so
confused. What do you think, Mom?” Her mother was surprisingly quiet. Kristen
had expected her to tear Matt down and tell her daughter she was better off
without someone like him in her life.


She reached for her Kristen’s hand. “I
won’t lie, honey. I thought this man might be the one for you.”


“Why would you think that?” Kristen asked.
“I haven’t told you all that much about him.”


“It wasn’t what you said,” Nadine said,
smiling. “It was how you said it. You were glowing when you told me about him.
Even over the phone, I could tell.”


Kristen couldn’t help but laugh. Her heart
hurt when she thought of how she’d hoped Matt would be the man to restore her
faith. “You do have a vivid imagination.”


“Say what you will. A mother knows these
things.” Nadine returned to her breakfast.


“You didn’t answer my question,” Kristen
reminded her. “What do you think… about what I told you?”


“I think Phillip’s right.” She cast a
glance at her husband. “You should speak to your young man. Give him a chance
to tell you his side of the story.”


That was the last thing Kristen had
expected her mother to say. Maybe she had rushed to judgment. “Can I ask a
favor?”


“Anything,” they said at once.


“Would you mind if I hung out here for a
few days while I sort all this out?”


Nadine’s face lit up and reached for her
daughter’s hand. “You stay just as long as you need to, honey. We’re thrilled
to have you.”


Kristen returned her smile, feeling a lot
better than she had an hour earlier. Maybe Matt’s indiscretion wasn’t the end
of the world after all. “Thanks, guys. You’re the best.”











Chapter Fourteen


 


Giving Kristen her space was making
Matt crazy, which was why the boys had refused to let him out of their weekly
poker game. They claimed he needed it to take his mind off his troubles. Since
he couldn’t disagree, Matt relented.


Grayson was the only one in the private
room when Matt entered. “Hey, man, what’s up?”


“I was just about to ask you the same
thing,” Grayson said, tossing the cards aside so he could give Matt his full
attention. “Any word from Kristen yet?”


“No, her assistant said she was out of
town, but she wouldn’t tell me where she went. She must have her cell turned
off because it goes to voice mail every time I call.”


“I thought you were going to give her some
time.”


All of the guys had agreed that was the
best approach, but Matt had given in to his weakness and tried to reach her a
time or two. What else was he to do? He couldn’t concentrate on anything other
than the woman who’d left him.


“I’m tryin’, man, but it sure as hell isn’t
easy.” Matt sank into the chair across from his friend and picked up the deck
of cards. He shuffled them, trying to give his attention to something other
than his problems.


“I’ve never seen you this messed up over a
woman.” Grayson tilted his chair back on two legs and crossed his arms. “Not
even Robin got under your skin like this.”


“This is different.” Matt struggled to find
the words to make Grayson understand. His friend had never been in love, and
Matt knew until he was, he would be mystified when he saw a reasonably
intelligent man get bent out of shape over a woman who claimed to be through
with him. “Robin was…” But tearing his ex down wouldn’t make him feel better.
If anything, it would just remind him of what a fool he’d been to fall in love
with her in the first place.


“I can think of a few words to describe
her.”


Matt and Grayson shared a smile. “She
wasn’t like Kris. I don’t know what else to tell you.” Matt had never met
anyone like Kristen, and that was why it was so hard for him to fathom letting
her go. He questioned whether he would ever meet anyone like her again.


“Have you seen Robin since she showed up
here?” Grayson took a sip from his longneck.


“Hell no. If I never see that woman again,
it’ll be too soon.”


“You may be able to avoid her, but you
can’t avoid Paul forever.”


“I sure as hell can try.” He couldn’t
imagine forgiving Paul for his latest stunt, especially if it meant Kristen
never spoke to him again.


“Maybe having it out with him would make
you feel better.”


Matt pulled his cell out of his pocket as
soon as it buzzed. His hope died as quickly as it had come when he saw the
email was from a colleague. “He’s dead to me.” That wasn’t entirely true. Paul
would always be his kid brother. They shared the same DNA, and even though Paul
had taken a good run at destroying his life, Matt couldn’t forget he was alive.


“I don’t believe that,” Grayson said.
“Family means everything to you. Everyone who knows you knows that.”


“You guys are more like family to me than
he is.” He knew his partners would always have his back. He’d never been able
to say the same for his excuse for a brother. “Who the hell needs him?”


“That’s your hurt and anger talking. No
one’s saying you don’t have a right to feel that way. I’m just saying you might
be able to let some of it go if you talked to him. Let him have it. Beat the
hell out of him if it’ll make you feel better.” Grayson chuckled when Matt blew
out a breath that rattled his lips. “But don’t keep all your anger bottled up.
It’s not healthy.”


Matt pushed his chair away from the table.
“You’re right. I think it’s time to pay my little brother a visit.”


“Call me if you need someone to bail you
out of jail,” Grayson called.


Matt laughed, but the idea wasn’t
implausible. A no-holds-barred showdown between him and Paulie had been a long
time coming, and the more he thought about it, the more he was looking forward
to it.


 


***


 


Matt pulled into the drive of his brother’s
overpriced house. It was on the golf course, way too big for one person, and
too ostentatious for Matt’s tastes, but it suited Paul perfectly. He recognized
the Maserati Robin had bought with her divorce settlement, not that he was
surprised to find her there. He had a hunch she’d be shacking up with Paul
since she had nowhere else to go. It wasn’t like she had friends, and her
family lived halfway around the world. He rang the doorbell. When no one
answered, he pressed it repeatedly. That would drive Paul and Robin crazy.


“What the hell—” Paul threw the door open.
The question died on his lips when he saw his brother. Paul was shirtless and
the top button of his jeans was undone, leaving little doubt as to what he and
Robin had been doing.


“We need to talk,” Matt said, pushing past
him.


Robin was curled up by the fireplace and
wearing one of Paul’s T-shirts, which was too short to be considered decent.
“Nice to see you, lover.” She batted her fake eyelashes at Matt. “I was
wondering when you’d get around to paying us a visit.”


“I’ve got nothing to say to you,” Matt
ground out. He should feel something about his ex-wife and brother sleeping
together—hurt, anger, confusion—but he couldn’t summon the energy to care.


“Come on now,” she said, pouting. “Don’t be
like that.”


“What do you want?” Paul balled his hands
into fists as he watched the exchange between his lover and brother.


“I want to know why you did it,” Matt said
to Paul, pretending that Robin was invisible. “I get why she did it.” He
inclined his head toward Robin’s. “She thought she could get more money out of
me—”


“I’m still in love with you,” Robin said,
raising her voice. “This had nothing to do with money.”


Paul narrowed his eyes at Robin. Clearly
she hadn’t shared her feelings for Matt with him. “You’re still in love with
him? Then what the hell are you doing here with me?”


Matt laughed. “Isn’t it obvious, little
brother? It’s not you she’s after. It’s all those zeroes on your bank statement
that gets her hot.”


“Who asked you?” Paul shouted. “This is
between me and Robin.”


“You two can sort your mess out later.”
Matt stepped forward. “All I care about is why you’re so hell bent on ruining
my life.”


“I don’t give a shit about you,” Paul said.
“I never have.”


Matt let his words settle in. Paul’s cold
expression told him they were true. Paul felt no remorse for what he’d done.
“So you think I deserved this?”


“After what you did to Robin? Hell yeah,
you deserved it.”


“What I did to Robin?” Matt tried to
maintain control, but it wasn’t easy when he thought about his brother siding
with the woman who’d used him to advance her own cause. “What about what she
did to me?”


Robin jumped up. “If you’d given me a
chance to explain instead of jumping into bed with the first pretty little
blonde who offered to stroke your—”


“You pretended to be pregnant with my
baby.” Matt closed his eyes and mentally counted to ten. “You knew damn well it
was your ex-boyfriend’s.”


“It could have been yours,” she said,
shifting her eyes to the ground.


“If I were a betting man, I sure as hell
wouldn’t take those odds.” Matt’s lip curled in disgust. He’d never put his
hands on a woman in anger and he never would, though Robin continued to push
him to his limit. “You slept with me once around the time you conceived that
baby. How many times were you with him? Ten? Twenty?”


“I don’t know. I—”


“It doesn’t matter,” he said, stepping
around her. “That’s not what I came here to talk about.”


“You never wanted to talk about the
miscarriage.” She put her hand on his wrist as she tried to coax him to face
her.


He shook off her hand, keeping his back to
her. “I went to the hospital as soon as I got the call. Imagine how shocked I
was to learn I wasn’t the only heartbroken father there to comfort you.” That
night would be forever etched in his memory. He’d already fallen in love with
the baby Robin was carrying. Like a fool, he believed they were starting the
family he’d always wanted.


“So you went out and got loaded with your
friends!” Robin shoved him hard. “Our baby died, and you went to your goddamn
bar and hooked up with the first woman you saw.”


Rebecca wasn’t a hook-up. She was a friend
he’d known for a long time, not that that made the morning-after conversation less
awkward. Becca had believed he finally saw her as more than a friend. He had to
tell her he was reeling from learning what his wife had done to him and she’d
just been a soft place to land. Matt wasn’t proud of what he did that night.
When he’d taken those wedding vows, he intended to honor them. But after
Robin’s betrayal, he needed an outlet. He was ashamed he’d found it in the arms
of another woman.


“I don’t owe you an explanation,” he told
Robin. “After what you did, I don’t owe you a goddamn thing.” The person he
wanted to explain to was Kristen, but with every minute that slipped by without
a word from her, he feared he may never get that chance.


“I was your wife!” She stepped in front of
him, blocking his view of Paul. “How can you say you don’t owe me anything?”


“You’re my ex-wife.” He wished she would
just disappear so he could do what he came to do: have it out with his brother.
“Our marriage was a mistake.” She looked wounded, but he knew better than to
let her play the guilt card. She’d done it too many times to have any impact.


“How can you say that?” She wrapped her
arms around her waist, drawing her T-shirt up even farther as she tucked her
arms under her breasts. “You loved me.”


Looking her in the eyes, Matt wondered if
that was true. He’d thought so. He built his life around her, imagined the
babies they would have and the home they would build… until her betrayal made
him realize he could never trust her again. Was that how Kristen felt about
him? Like there was no going back?


“I don’t know whether I did or not,” he
said honestly. He was losing the will to fight. It wouldn’t serve a purpose. He
needed to let go of his anger toward Robin. “It doesn’t matter now. The only
thing that matters is that it’s over. Hopefully we both came away a little
wiser because of it.” Matt knew he had. He would never allow another woman to
play him the way Robin had. Kristen probably felt the same way after her
experience with Robert. No wonder she wasn’t willing to give him the benefit of
the doubt.


“Isn’t there anything I can say to change
your mind?” she asked.


She’d asked him the same question the
morning of the party. He’d responded in anger, telling her would rather take a
bullet than be her lover again. That approach hadn’t worked, so he decided to
try another. “You and I are two different people. We grew up with different
morals, different values. You wanted to be rich and famous. All I ever wanted
was to be happy.”


“You’re already rich. You don’t know what
it’s like to grow up dirt poor, the way I did.”


Robin had never had the courage to share
her whole life story with him. She thought her vulnerability and imperfections
would make him love her less. In fact, they would have made him love her and
want to protect her more.


“You’re right. I don’t know what that was
like, but my life hasn’t been perfect either. I don’t know anyone whose has. A
lot of my friends have been through hell to get where they are, but they didn’t
become angry and bitter. They found a way to make it on their own, to learn to
trust people and rebuild their lives.”


She said quietly, “I thought you could help
me do that.”


“How? How did you expect me to help you
when you refused to let me in?”


“I tried,” she said, sniffling.


“No, you didn’t. Not really.” Matt hadn’t
realized how much he needed to have that conversation with his ex-wife so he
could forgive her and let go of the bitterness.


“I wanted to.” She looked up at him, her
heartbreak evident in her dark eyes. “You don’t know how much I wanted to.”


With a heavy sigh, Matt felt some cathartic
release. “I wanted it to work too, but it wasn’t meant to. We were passing
through each other’s lives for a reason, presumably to teach the other a
lesson.” He looked over her shoulder at his brother. “Maybe the lesson for you,
Robin, is to appreciate what you have. I don’t know the deal with you and my
brother, and I don’t want to know, but if he cares about you half as much as I
think he does, maybe you have a chance at building on that.”


Paul looked surprised but said nothing.


Robin turned to Paul, looking hesitant. “Is
it true? Do you care about me?”


“What do you think?” Paul asked, showing a
shade of vulnerability Matt had never seen in him.


Maybe his feelings for Robin ran deeper
than Matt suspected. Only time and patience would tell.


“Do you mind if I stay?” Robin asked.
“Maybe we can talk about it…”


“Sure.” Paul shrugged, pretending to be
indifferent. “Just let me have a few minutes alone with my brother first.”


“Okay.” She glanced at Matt. “For what it’s
worth, I am sorry. About everything.”


“So am I,” he said, surprised to find he
meant it. He was sorry for the pain they’d caused each other and sorry their
dream of happily ever after had left them feeling so angry and bitter.


“Your girlfriend…” She looked uncomfortable
and shifted her eyes from Matt’s. “Did she break up with you?”


“I haven’t spoken to her since that night,”
he admitted. “So I’m not too sure where we stand.”


“I know you probably don’t believe me, but
I hope you work it out.”


Matt let her walk away without responding.
He didn’t know if Robin was sincere or not. Either way, it didn’t matter. The
damage was done, and whether Kristen decided to give him a chance was up to
her. Since he’d allowed Robin to say her piece, it was his turn. Looking Paul
directly in the eye, he searched for a sign he was still the same kid who
followed his big brother around, hungry for attention.


“Why do you hate me so much?” Matt asked,
knowing there was no other way to get to the heart of the matter.


“I never said I hated you.”


“You didn’t have to say it. Every time you
look at me I see it.”


“I could say the same about you.” He lifted
his chin, wearing the same defiant expression he always did when challenged.


“I don’t hate you, Paul.” The will to fight
dissipated as Matt’s desire to understand overshadowed it. Like it or not, Paul
was family.


He sat down, hoping Paul would see the
gesture as a white flag and opt to do the same, and waited. Eventually Paul
claimed the seat across from him but remained silent, as though he was waiting
for his brother to make the next move.


“I don’t always like you,” Matt admitted.
They knew they couldn’t mend their relationship in a day. It would take months,
maybe years, to undo the damage. If that was even possible with all the hateful
words floating under their broken bridge.


“Same goes,” Paul muttered.


“But we don’t have to like each other. The
question is can we get back to loving each other like brothers?” On the drive
over, Matt’s only thought had been of revenge. Watching Paul, he wondered if
anger and revenge could share the same space as his hope for moving on with
Kristen.


“Did we ever?” Paul asked, his intense gaze
pinning Matt.


Matt realized he’d spent so many years
condemning Paul that he’d never told him all the times he was proud of him.
There had been times that he made Matt feel honored to call him family. “You
remember the time we had dinner at the club for Mom and Dad’s anniversary, and
the kid at the table next to us started choking on a piece of chicken?”


Paul frowned. “What the hell made you think
of that?”


“You saved his life. If not for you, that
kid wouldn’t have lived to see his sixth birthday.”


Looking uncomfortable, Paul shrugged. “I
couldn’t very well sit there and let the kid die, could I?”


“I should have known what to do,” Matt
said. “I was working part-time at the club. I’d taken the C.P.R. course. I
should have known how to respond, but when it came down to it, I froze. You
were the one who jumped up and took action.”


“It was no big deal.” Paul reached for the
drink he’d abandoned earlier. “Just say what you came here to say. Let me have
it for interfering in your life, for driving your girl away. That’s what this
is all about, isn’t it?”


“Yeah, it is.” Matt thought through the
implications of telling Paul he’d hurt and disappointed Matt again. That’s what
Paul expected him to say. “But it wouldn’t do any good, would it? It wouldn’t
change anything between us. Hell, it would just drive one more nail into the
coffin.”


“Isn’t that what you want, to put an end to
this excuse of a relationship once and for all?”


“You think I want to wash my hands of you,
forget that you’re my brother?”


“You don’t need me,” Paul said, taking a
long drink of the amber liquid in his glass. “You have a band of brothers
lining up to have your back.”


Paul was jealous of his relationship with
his partners. Why hadn’t Matt seen that? “That’s what friends do.”


“I wouldn’t know.” Paul drained the
contents of his glass. “I’ve never had friends like that. How many times have
you told me the only reason my so-called friends hang around is to help me
spend my trust fund?”


Matt had said that a time or two. He’d
wanted to make Paul wake up and see there was more to life than spending money
he hadn’t earned. But it wasn’t his place to dictate how his brother lived his
life. “I shouldn’t have said that.”


“Why not? You were right.” Paul walked to
the bar tucked away in the corner of the professionally decorated living room.


Everything about the space screamed old
money, from the two thousand-dollar table lamp to the burled walnut armoire hiding
the flat-screen TV. The sofas were silk, the chairs chenille damask, and the
curtains velvet. To Matt, it added up to one thing: discomfort. It was a place
to show off like a museum to anyone lucky enough to warrant an invitation, not
somewhere he could kick back and put up his feet.


“You want a drink?” Paul asked, holding up
the crystal decanter.


Matt didn’t really, but he recognized it as
a conciliatory gesture, so he nodded. “Sure, thanks.”


Paul handed his brother a drink before
sitting on the ottoman at the foot of the armchair he’d occupied earlier. “I
saw you with her, and it reminded me of the way I felt the first time I saw you
with Robin.”


Matt knew they were getting to the heart of
why his brother had sold him out. “How was that?”


“Jealous.”


Matt wasn’t surprised Paul felt that way,
but he was stunned he’d admitted it. “I don’t know why. It’s not like me and
Robin ever had an enviable relationship.”


“But you had someone who loved you. That
was a hell of a lot more than I’d ever had.”


Paul had always had his fair share of
women, but they were often as shallow and self-centered as him, keeping a
meaningful relationship just out of reach.


“What me and Robin had wasn’t love, man. It
was two lonely people looking for a home.” Matt had tried to convince himself
he’d found that with Robin… until he walked into that hospital and had to face
reality.


“A home?” Paul shook his head and looked
around at his opulent surroundings. “What the hell is that? That little house
with the picket fence and rose bushes you own or this mansion with manicured
lawns and an indoor pool? It all just feels like four walls closing in to me.”


“Doesn’t feel that way to me.” Matt sipped
his drink. His brother was dissatisfied with his life, and the place he hung
his hat was just a reflection of his discontent. “May sound stupid, but my
little house feels like an old pair of worn-out jeans.” He chuckled when Paul
rolled his eyes. “I’m serious. It feels good, feels right. When I walk in the
door, it doesn’t matter what kind of day I’ve had ‘cause I know I can leave it
behind and just relax.”


“I guess this house doesn’t really give
that ‘inviting’ vibe, does it?” Paul asked, with a wry grin. “I’ve been
thinking about unloading it. It doesn’t really feel like it suits me anymore.”


Matt saw that as progress, but he wasn’t
about to pass judgment. They were finally making headway. “You should do what
feels right, whatever makes you happy, Paulie.”


“So your girl… she really leave you?”


With a sigh, Matt said, “Seems she’s taking
a little break from life for a while.”


“You try to track her down?”


“Not really. I thought I should respect her
right to have space to sort things out.”


“That doesn’t sound like you. You go after
what he wants and gets it.”


“Love doesn’t work that way. You can’t make
someone love you.”


Paul’s gaze drifted down the hall. “You’re
right about that.”


“You love her?” Matt asked, following his
brother’s eyes.


“I have since the first time I laid eyes on
her.” He smirked. “I guess this is where you tell me to go to hell, right?”


“I might, if I cared.” That statement said
as much about Matt as it did about Paul. “Marrying Robin was a mistake, I can
see that now.”


“How can you be so sure?” Paul asked.


“Because I know how I feel about Kris, and
it doesn’t compare to the way I felt about Robin. This is the real thing. The
thought of losing her…”


“I saw it, the way you looked at her that
night at the folks’ place. That’s why I did what I did. I wanted you to feel
what I felt when I stood by your side and watched you marry Robin.”


“Jesus, what a pair we are, huh?” If the
pain wasn’t so fresh, Matt may have been able to find humor in their
predicament. “We had damn good role models. So how’d we get this relationship
thing so wrong?”


“I ask myself that question all the time.”


Leaning forward, Matt raised his glass.
“Here’s to finally getting it right.”


Paul smiled and touched his glass to his
brother’s. “I’ll drink to that.”











Chapter Fifteen


 


“You any closer to making a decision?”
Nadine asked, looping her arm through her daughter’s as they walked along the
quiet street. They peered into shop windows, waving or smiling at the
occasional person who passed them.


Kristen had already stayed longer than
she’d intended. The week with Phillip and her mother had been therapeutic,
healing her in ways she hadn’t expected. “I’m getting there.” They passed a
baby boutique, and Kristen stopped, admiring the decked out bassinet and
nursery vignette.


“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Nadine
whispered almost reverently. “I pass by here all the time, wondering when… if
I’ll ever be able to come in and buy something special for my grandbaby.”


Tears sprang to Kristen’s eyes, and she had
to blink to clear her vision. “I do want a family of my own someday.” Whenever
she thought about it, visions of their broken family came back to haunt her, so
she pushed it out of her head, vowing to think about it another day.


“Then what are you afraid of, honey?”
Nadine brushed her daughter’s long hair aside so she could see her face.


“I’m afraid of making a mistake.” Kristen stepped
aside so an expectant mother could enter the shop. She looked so happy, her
eyes bright with excitement. Kristen wanted to feel that too. Excited about the
future, in love with her husband and unborn baby.


“We all have to manage our fear,” Nadine said.
“I’m afraid too.”


“Of what?”


“Of losing you.”


Confused, Kristen drew her attention away
from the window to search her mother’s face. Tears were swimming in her eyes.
“Why would you be afraid of losing me?”


“Losing a child is gut-wrenching. You’re
never the same after that. No matter how hard you try to move on with your
life, there’s always a piece of you that’s missing.”


“I still miss him too.” Kristen squeezed
her mother’s hand. “I think about him every day, especially around the holidays
or his birthday.” The only other person who would understand their grief was
her father. Her father had his faults, but there was little he wouldn’t have
done to shield his children from physical harm. If only he’d considered the
emotional impact of his decisions.


“It’s because of what happened to your
brother that I worry about you so much. If I don’t speak to you for a few days,
I get frantic. All of these terrible scenarios filter through my head, and
Philip has to be the voice of reason.” She smiled, though her eyes still
reflected her sadness. “He’s forever reminding me that you’re busy, that you’ll
return my call when you have the chance.”


Kristen felt a pang of guilt. It was easy
for the hours, even days, to slip past when she was busy. She should be more
considerate, especially under the circumstances. “I’m sorry, Mama. I’ll try
harder to—”


“No, it’s okay.” Nadine took Kristen’s hand
and guided her toward a bench in front of the boutique. “You don’t owe it to me
to ease my fears, baby.”


That may be true, but Kristen wanted her
mother to enjoy the peace she deserved. “We were happy once, weren’t we? As a
family. I remember a lot of good times before things fell apart.”


“There were a lot of good times,” Nadine
said, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “I have no regrets about marrying your
father. He gave me two of the best things that ever happened to me: you and
Lionel.”


“He also gave you a lot of heartache and
disappointment.”


“No, I did that to myself.” Nadine tucked
her hands under her arms. “I’d known for a long time that Charles didn’t love
me anymore. He told me as much.”


Unable to offer the words of comfort that
were on the tip of her tongue, Kristen just listened. Learning about the
breakdown of her parents’ marriage from an adult’s viewpoint would help her put
things into perspective. Maybe she would learn to be strong enough to make some
decisions about her future.


“He wasn’t unkind or hurtful. He just said
he felt we were drifting apart. He said he didn’t feel we were connecting
anymore. He loved his children and loved me because I’d given them to him, but
he wasn’t in love with me anymore.”


Kristen tried to conjure up her anger and
bitterness for the man who’d abandoned them, but it wasn’t there. She found
memories of the daddy who held her hand at the skating rink during their winter
vacations or pushed her on the swing at the park. “I miss him too.”


“I know you do, sweetheart.” Nadine took a
packet of tissues out of her purse and handed one to Kristen. “Sometimes I
blame myself for the rift between the two of you.”


“It wasn’t your fault,” Kristen said
quickly. Her mother had more than enough guilt over her son’s death and her
subsequent drinking. The last thing Kristen wanted to do was add to her burden.
“Dad chose to leave us. He did that.”


“He left me, Kristen. He didn’t leave you.”


“Same thing,” she muttered, unable to look
her mother in the eye. When her dad left, Kristen was mad at life. She was
angry that her brother was taken away when she needed him most, that her mother
chose the bottle over her family, and her father, who’d always promised to be
there for her, wasn’t.


“No, it wasn’t the same thing. I let you
believe it was because I wanted you to hate him as much as I did. Seeing how
much that hate has hurt you made me realize how selfish I was.”


“You weren’t being selfish,” Kristen
argued. “You were trying to protect me.” She had to believe that. Her mother
was the only person she had left who loved her unconditionally. A little voice
reminded her of Matt, but she quashed it.


“I was trying to get even with Charles for
leaving me by turning you against him.”


Kristen shook her head, refusing to believe
her mother could have been so underhanded. It wasn’t in her nature to be
deceitful. “I don’t believe you would do something like that on purpose. You had
every right to be angry. So did I.”


“Does believing he was solely responsible
help you sleep at night?” Nadine asked, curling her hand over her daughter’s.
“Does it help if you have someone to blame, someone to hold accountable for
what happened to our family?”


“Why are you saying these things?” Kristen
had always believed she and her mother were on the same page about her father’s
betrayal. Now it seemed Nadine was giving him a free pass and suggesting her
daughter do the same.


“Because I want you to let go so you can
move on with your life.”


“Don’t you think I want that?” A sob
escaped as Kristen tried to ignore the curious stares of people passing by.
“You think I want to question the sincerity of every man I meet? I don’t!”


“It’s okay.” Nadine pulled Kristen into her
arms. “It’s okay to let it out.”


“Not here.” Kristen was mortified that
she’d fallen apart on a street corner in broad daylight.


“Why not here? Do you know any of these
people? Do you owe them anything?”


“No, but you do. Don’t you care what they
think?”


“I don’t give a rip.” Nadine laughed at
Kristen’s shocked expression. “Hitting rock bottom strips you of all humility.
I was falling down drunk in front of everyone from our minister to the
president of the P.T.A. Not much you can say or do will garner the same kind of
negative attention.”


Kristen couldn’t help but laugh. “When you
put it that way…”


“The fact is, at the end of the day, the
only person you’re accountable to is the one in the mirror.”


“I know.”


“Do you? Really? Are you happy with the way
you’re living? Are you being true to yourself?”


“I don’t know,” Kristen said with a grimace
and light shake of her head. “I thought I was, but Matt made me question
everything.”


“Maybe it’s not so much what Matt did, but
the way he made you feel.”


“What do you mean?” Kristen wasn’t sure she
wanted to know.


“He did something you thought was a
deal-breaker.” Nadine smiled and waved when a woman leaving the post office
called her name. “He cheated. But he didn’t cheat on you, baby.”


“I know that.” The arguments for and
against loving Matt had been spinning around in her head for so many days she
was getting dizzy. “But he proved he’s capable of that. How can I believe he
won’t do the same to me?”


“There are no guarantees. Anyone is capable
of anything, under the right circumstances.”


Kristen tugged at her pink cashmere scarf
when it felt like a noose tightening. Was her mother suggesting she jump in
with both feet without being certain Matt would be there to catch her? How
could she do that? “That’s not very comforting.”


Nadine laughed. “I wasn’t trying to comfort
you. I was trying to reason with you. When your cell phone was charging on the
kitchen counter, I couldn’t help but notice you had seventeen missed calls from
your young man.”


“You couldn’t help but notice?” Kristen
raised an eyebrow.


“Fine, I snuck a peek,” Nadine said,
sitting straighter as she squared her slight shoulders. “Call me a nosy old
hag, but I couldn’t help myself.”


“Fine, you’re a nosy old hag.”


Nadine looked at her daughter, stunned,
before they both burst out laughing. The release was cathartic as Kristen
laughed until tears streamed down her cheeks. She didn’t care that people did a
double-take when they walked by. As her mother so aptly pointed out, she didn’t
owe them a damn thing.


“My point is,” Nadine said, when she
finally caught her breath, “a man doesn’t call you that many times unless he’s
serious about making amends.”


“So you think I should give him a chance to
explain what happened with his ex-wife?”


“No.”


Kristen tried to ignore her disappointment.
She’d hoped her mother would tell her to give Matt another chance. “Oh.”


“I think you should tell him he doesn’t
have to explain.”


“What?”


“What happened between them has nothing to
do with what the two of you are trying to build. You don’t have the right to
question him about his past any more than he has the right to question you
about yours.”


“You really believe that?” The past shaped
a person. Was it possible to fall in love with someone without knowing about
the mistakes they’d made?


“It’s worked for me and Phillip.”


“You mean Phillip doesn’t know everything
about—”


“He knows as much as I chose to tell him,
which is a lot. But that was long after we were married, and not because I felt
I had to. I knew it wouldn’t change how he felt about me. He loved me. Nothing
I’d done years ago would change that.”


Kristen closed her eyes and pondered those
words. How could I have been so dense?


 


***


 


Matt was tired by the time he stumbled
through his front door. He wasn’t looking forward to another sleepless night.
He’d had eight since Kristen left, and he knew the hours stretching out before
him would be more of the same.


He stopped in his tracks when he heard
sounds coming from the kitchen. His door had been locked. He hadn’t seen a
familiar car parked in the driveway or on the street. Since his mother was the
only one with a spare key to his house, he assumed it was her.


“Hey, Ma, I wasn’t—” He paused mid-step
when he saw her. “What’re you doing here?” He made it sound as though
the sight of Kristen’s gorgeous face wasn’t the best surprise he’d ever had. Damn.
“I mean…” What did he mean? Glad you’re back. Nice to see you. Where’d you
go? Don’t ever leave me like that again!


Kristen was wearing an apron, and she had
been bent over and peering at something in the oven when his voice startled
her. She jumped back. “Oh my God, Matt.” She flattened her hand against her
chest. “I didn’t hear you come in.” When the silence stretched on, she said,
“I’m sorry.” She gestured to the pots on his stovetop and sink full of dishes.
“I went to see your mama, you know, to thank her for all of her help with the
party. I didn’t get a chance that night.”


She started wringing her hands, a sure sign
she was nervous. Matt wanted to find the words to put her at ease, but he
couldn’t while his heart thumped loudly enough to drown out the radio playing
classic country tunes.


“Where’ve you been?” he asked, bracing a
hand on the granite countertop. The cold surface felt good, grounding him and
reminding him that no matter what happened, he would survive. He hoped. “I’ve
been going out of my mind worrying about you.”


He cursed his accusatory tone. She was
there. That should be enough. Granted, she wasn’t launching herself into his
arms and telling him she loved him, but she was making him dinner. That was a
good sign, wasn’t it? He sure as hell hoped so, or his mood was about to go
from bad to a whole lot worse.


“I didn’t mean to worry you,” she said,
flattening her hands on the other side of the counter.


That two foot slab was the only thing
separating them, but it felt like an ocean. “Why didn’t you contact me? I must
have left a dozen messages.”


“I needed time… to think.”


“And?” If she didn’t give him a hint as to
what she was thinking soon, he would lose it.


“It helped. I sorted a lot of things out.”


Instead of telling him what she’d decided,
she set about emptying the pots into the bowls she’d laid out. Vegetables.
Mashed potatoes. Gravy. If he didn’t miss his guest, there was a roast in the
oven. She’d gone to a lot of trouble preparing one of his favorite meals. But
why?


“Would you mind giving me a hand with
these?” she asked, taking two of the bowls and leaving two for him. “The meat
is almost ready. Then we can eat.”


How the hell does she expect me to eat with
a knot the size of a golf ball lodged in my throat? Instead of admitting his weakness, he said, “Sure,” and picked up
the dishes before following her into the dining room. “This looks nice.” He
admired the antique china she must have found in the buffet. The table was
covered in a cream linen tablecloth, and the centerpiece was fresh flowers and
candles. He’d have to be blind not to see she was setting the scene for a
romantic dinner, but he wasn’t ready to get his hopes up until he heard the
words from her lips.


“Thanks.” She lit the candles with a
matchbook and stood back to admire her handiwork. “I didn’t expect to find all
this stuff here. Your house is pretty well stocked for a bachelor pad.”


“I believe in making a house feel like a
home.” When he couldn’t stand it another second, he reached for her hand. “But
I gotta tell you, I’ve never felt more at home than I do right now. Because
you’re here.” He wanted to tell her how sure he was that she belonged there
with him, sharing his table every night, watching TV in front of the fire on
crisp days, and waking up in each other’s arms every morning.


Looking around the dimly lit room, she
said, “I love this house, Matt. From the second I walked through that door, I
felt like I belonged here.”


He held his breath, waiting for her to say
all the things he’d been thinking.


Instead, she said, “Oh, I almost forgot the
meat. Sit. I’ll be right back.”


Matt closed his eyes and curled his fingers
around the back of the hand-carved wood chair. He needed to hear her say she
could get past what she’d learned about the breakup of his marriage before he
could allow himself to believe they could have a future together. He’d spent
every day and night since she left thinking about what his life would be like
with her… and without her. He didn’t think he could face the latter.


When he knew he couldn’t sit still, as
she’d suggested, he made his way into the kitchen. “Shall I get the wine?”


“That would be nice.” She smiled at him
over her shoulder. “I brought a bottle. It’s over on the desk.”


Matt exhaled slowly, praying she couldn’t
sense how nervous he was. “So you never said, where’d you go?”


“To visit my mother and stepfather.”


“That’s nice.” He would have given anything
to make the trip with her. He would just have to trust that the next time she
made the trip, he would be by her side. “You had a good visit?”


“Better than I expected,” she said as she
carefully sliced the tender meat.


“I meant to give you your own key.” He
didn’t know why he’d blurted that out.


“I hope you don’t mind that your mother
suggested I borrow hers.”


“Why?” His hand paused on the corkscrew.
“What did you say to her?”


“Just that we needed to talk.”


Talk. That
could mean anything, but surely she wouldn’t have gone to all that trouble just
to tell him it was over. “Speaking of talking, I spoke to my brother while you
were away.” He couldn’t say why he needed to tell her that. Maybe he wanted her
to see that he was willing to give forgiveness a try.


“How did that go?” She set aside the knife
and turned her attention to him.


“It seems he’s been in love with Robin for
a while now.”


“How do you feel about that?” she asked,
narrowing her eyes as though she was trying to read his thoughts. “Does it
bother you?”


“Why should it? She’s a part of my past.
What she does and with whom is her own business.”


“Still, he’s your brother.”


Matt finished uncorking the wine and poured
a small amount into each of the two glasses she’d set on the counter. “Yeah, he
is. That’s why I need to try to let go of the past, so we can move on.” He
shrugged. “We were close once. I don’t know if it’s possible for us to rebuild
a relationship, but I think I’d like to try.” He wondered how she would feel
about that. If Paul and Robin were a couple, it would make family dinners
awkward, to say the least. “Are you okay with that?”


“He’s your brother. It’s your decision.”


Her nonchalance made his heart plummet. If
she was planning to be a part of his life, she would definitely have an opinion
about something so significant.


Kristen carried the platter into the dining
room, giving him no choice but to follow her. “You’re not the only one who
reached out to an estranged family member.” She seemed mesmerized by the
flicker of the candle as she took the seat he held for her. “I did too.”


“I didn’t realize you and your mother were
estranged.” He sat next to her. “I thought you said you talk all the time.”


“We do. I called my father earlier today.”


Given everything she’d told him about her
parents’ divorce, he understood how significant that was. “Wow.” He covered her
hand, squeezing it gently. “How’d that go?”


“He was so happy to hear my voice he
actually cried,” she whispered, her eyes filling with tears. “I’d never heard
him cry before, not even when my brother died.”


“Did you have a chance to talk?” More than
anything, he wanted to know if she thought she might be able to forgive her
father. “You know, about the past?”


“A little bit.” She sniffled and set a
napkin in her lap. “But more than anything, we talked about the present. He
asked about my life; I asked about his. It was nice. We agreed to get together
soon. He doesn’t live too far from here.”


“That’s great, sweetheart.” He knew how
important it was for her to reestablish a relationship with the father she
clearly loved and missed.


“I think so.” Looking at him, her eyes
traveling over his face, she said quietly, “I’m sorry I left without giving you
a chance to explain.”


“I’d like to explain now, if you’ll let
me?”


“It doesn’t matter now.”


He closed his eyes and tried to rein in his
frustration. She couldn’t tell him it was too late for them, not when they’d
barely explored where they could go. “I love you.” He forced himself to look
her in the eye. “Can’t you see that?”


“Yes.”


Her simple response stunned him. “But that
doesn’t matter?”


“It’s the only thing that matters.” She
smiled. “That, and how I feel about you.”


The tightness in his chest eased, and for
the first time in more than a week, he felt as though he could breathe again.
“How do you feel about me?”


Without breaking eye contact, she reached
for his hand. She got up and and settled in his lap, wrapping her arms around
his neck. “I’m crazy about you.”


He buried his face in her hair, inhaling
her scent. “Not good enough. I need more.”


She giggled as he nibbled her neck while
his hand roamed over her hips. “I’m in love with you.”


“Better.” He unfastened the first and
second button of her blouse so he could drop moist kisses on the exposed skin.
“Go on.”


“I’ve never felt this way about anyone.”


He groaned when she shifted so she could
straddle him. “More.”


“I can’t imagine my life without you.”


Holding her face, he looked into her eyes,
hoping she saw that he shared her feelings. “You won’t have to. Not if I have
anything to say about it. I want this. I want you.” Only time would allow her
to trust that their relationship was forever. He would give her as much time as
she needed as long as she remained right there, in his home, his arms, his life.
“More than I ever thought I could want anything.”


Skimming the stubble on his jaw with her
palm, she said, “I don’t care what happened with Robin. I know how you feel
about me. I trust you. That’s the only thing that matters.”


The question he most wanted to ask was
right there on the tip of his tongue, reverberating through his head. Without
the perfect ring, he feared she may think he was acting on impulse. When the
time came, he wanted the proposal to be everything she’d dreamed of because the
girl who spent her life making other people’s dreams come true deserved her own
happily ever after. Matt intended to see that she got it.


“Let’s go upstairs so I can show you how
much I’ve missed you, beautiful.”


Casting a glance over her shoulder at the
food on the table, Kristen asked, “What about dinner?”


“We’ve got all night, baby.” He grinned.
“And every night from now on.”
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relationship. When Drake agrees to give him a chance, Lee vows he won’t do
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enough to know his brother is a train-wreck, and when Drake tells her Lee is
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