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Chapter 1

 


Hazel Garvey readjusted the cell phone crooked
between her ear and shoulder. “Let me get this right,” she said.
“You want to change the theme from Regency to Victorian?”

Hazel glanced at the clock on her desk. Just seven
hours and fifty-nine more minutes of my workday to go.

“I’m sure it won’t be too much of a problem.”
Maureen’s voice lowered in a conspiratorial air. “My neighbor has a
room in a Regency theme. It’s so déclassé when she does
things.”

Hazel placed her head on the pile of mail, both work
and home, sitting on the desk. “No problem at all,” she infused
every ounce of cheer she could muster into the words.

If you didn’t define a ‘problem’ as switching from
one thirty-year period to another sixty-year time period of
different designs, fashions and mores. You know, little things. No
problem things. She lifted her head off the desk and dropped it
back down with a soft thud.

Hazel said, “I can put together—”

“I still want the mantel gold-gilded,” Maureen cut
in. “My neighbor didn’t have that.”

The mantel wasn’t even English Regency or Victorian,
but Hazel bit her tongue to keep from correcting Maureen. Interior
design took the customer is always right mantra to another level.
The customer was right, even if they wanted to keep the carpet with
bloodstains ‘because it gives the haunted house an authentic feel.’
She picked her up head again just to let it fall back on the
desk.

“What’s that noise?”

“Construction nearby,” Hazel fibbed without blinking.
“I can meet you later on this week and show you what I have.”

“You came highly recommended. I really don’t want to
be disappointed.”

This particular client liked to remind Hazel during
every conversation how about the high recommendations. “It won’t be
a problem, Maureen.”

She straightened, rubbed at the stiffened muscles in
her neck. The workday had barely begun.

“How does Friday sound for us to meet?” Hazel
asked.

She pushed aside the mail, searching for the
thick-three-ringed day planner. Two binders went on the chair next
to the desk. They teetered on the high pile for a moment and then
stilled. After moving aside the stack of research she’d done on the
Regency period, she found the planner. “At 3:30?”

She closed her eyes and hoped Maureen agreed. 3:30 to
4:30 was the only free time she had until next Tuesday. If she
didn’t count lunch, but it wouldn’t be the first time Hazel axed
lunch to meet with a client.

“Works perfectly.”

A dial tone answered in reply. She pushed the end
button on the cell phone without rancor. She’d gotten used to
Maureen’s way of saying goodbye. Relief spread through her and
loosened the tension creeping up her neck.

No, no, no. I love my job. I’m in high demand.
People are no longer saying, “Hazel is an eye color.” Now they say,
“Oooh, I want that designer.”

Before she could take a calming breath, the phone
buzzed with an inner office call from her personal assistant.
Weary, she sighed. “Yes, Charlotte.”

“Did you see the mail I put on your desk?” Nerves
threaded through the low-pitched voice.

Hazel glanced down and her gaze stopped on the letter
with a yellow sticky note. “I don’t have time to read junk mail.
For all I know, this company wants me to subscribe to a
magazine.”

“I’ll be there in a second.” A moment later her PA.
waltzed in. “It’s not spam. I called them, the vacation company,
and made reservations for Friday.”

Hazel narrowed her eyes. “You know I have to work all
day Friday. I’m booked solid—”

Charlotte blanked her face again. Hazel’s personal
assistant couldn’t keep a secret to save her life.

Panic started to replace the tension. “What do you
know?”

“It’s worth going. I’ve written down instructions and
the number to call to get into the rental home.”

Her heartbeat accelerated. If it was nothing,
Charlotte would have broken by now. Hazel curled her fingers to
hide the tremble.

“What is it? Tell me now, or I swear I will fire
you.”

Charlotte’s mocha-colored eyes widened in fear. “She
said if I told you I’d get fired.”

She meant only one person. “Thank you and I'm
sorry. Didn’t mean to bite your head off.”

Charlotte didn’t stay to get the rest of the apology.
Hazel knew she hadn’t been the nicest boss lately. All right, a
demon out of the depths of hell might have been nicer. She flexed
her fingers, but the tremble refused to lessen. With an unsteady
hand, she dialed her boss’ extension.

“Good morning, Hazel,” Laura answered.

“Charlotte said she couldn’t tell me or she’d get
fired. What’s the problem?”

Laura’s voice filled with irritation. “I still might
fire her for telling you that much. Can you come to my office? We
need to talk.”

A knot formed in Hazel’s stomach. She’d never gotten
over the instinctive spurt of fear when someone wanted to talk.
Talks usually involved the principal’s office or your doctor not
wanting to give the bad news over the phone.

“I’ll be right there.”

The dread in her stomach turned into nausea, because
Hazel knew what, and whom, the talk would be about. The last three
design jobs would haunt her into an early grave. She sucked in a
fortifying breath and made her way to Laura’s office.

The outer office buzzed like a beehive. Phones rang,
swatches of material were shared, and for a moment the chaotic
activity soothed her. The wispy energy washed over her senses and
reminded Hazel why she loved the job. Why she chose this career
above all others. The subtle reminder put steel in her back as she
entered Laura’s domain.

Her boss was shuffling some papers. The immaculate
bun tightened the aging skin, but the alabaster tone needed no
help. Hard blue eyes took in Hazel’s appearance. The older woman
sighed. “Good. You’re here. Have a seat.”

Hazel and Laura had never been huggy or BFFs, but
this went beyond formal. “I have an inkling this has something to
do with the last three jobs. If they want the work re-done, I’ll do
it at my expense.”

Laura folded her hands on the desktop. “You’ve never
had to redo a job after it was done. Not one client you’ve handled
for my company has ever complained about your work ethic or the
design you’ve created for them.”

All the awards Hazel had won, the years she strived
to make a name for herself and the cushy bank account to prove it,
meant nothing. Getting the you’ve-sucked-lately speech confirmed
her worse fears. To give her boss credit, Laura tactfully refrained
from giving that speech, but it still hung in the air like the
smell of burnt popcorn.

Laura pushed an open magazine forward. Hazel blinked
to focus her blurred vision. She read the first lines and her eyes
unfocused again.

Hazel Garvey, designer to the Gods or the dogs?
“She’s gone stale,” says a former client…”

Hazel leaned back not able to read any more. “When
did this come out?”

“Soon after you finished the condo job.” Laura
sighed. “You need to go on an extended vacation. How long you take
is up to you, but I don’t want to see you here for at least a
month, maybe two, until you have fresh ideas and designs. We both
have a reputation to uphold.”

Laura pulled out her day planner. “I can schedule you
in for a presentation.”

“A presentation?” The words whooshed out in a
breathless tone.

“Yes, to show me your designs. I’ve already seen your
portfolio, so it’ll be pointless for me to see it again. I want to
see new designs. My only advice is to make use of your extended
vacation.”

Hazel sucked in a breath as if Laura just uppercut
her in the stomach. “An extended vacation?”

She was making a fool of herself repeating
everything, but the words didn’t penetrate the shock gluing Hazel
to the seat. It didn’t escape her notice she wasn’t being asked to
go on vacation, but told to.

“I’m sure this break will be just what you need.
Charlotte has made the plans for you, so it shouldn’t be too much
trouble. I’ll handle Maureen, and I’m sure she’ll understand.”

Maureen would be on the hotline telling all her rich
friends and they’d tell all their rich friends. She hated to be
melodramatic, but it felt like a nail was being driven in a coffin
that had her career in it.

She refused to let the thought settle that she
couldn’t come up with fresh ideas and designs for the presentation.
“My appointments—”

“Have been rescheduled and given to me.” Laura sighed
again. “When I hired you out of college you were bursting with
ideas and determined to make this career work for you. I admired
the passion you had. I didn’t want to say anything this past year,
but I think it’s time.”

On weak legs, Hazel stood. For a year she’d been
creating stale designs. Three hundred and sixty-fives days of the
same ol’, same ol’? “I won’t disappoint you.”

Laura didn’t deny or confirm the pronouncement. Hazel
stumbled out of the office, back to her own. Charlotte wasn’t
sitting at her station. The coward. Hazel closed the door with numb
hands.

The glass awards glistened in the sunlight along the
shelf on the wall, but in that moment they meant nothing. She
plopped in the office chair in front of the desk as she’d done only
minutes before—just zero hours and minutes of my workday left to
go.

*****

A day hadn’t gone by without Brice Creed witnessing
the vein in his boss’ neck bulge in irritation. Brice thumbed
through the magazine, as Joe continued to yell on the phone. The
ten feet of space, and a cracked open office door separated them.
Still, Brice could see the man was a coronary waiting to
happen.

Since Brice sat in the small, hot trailer to get
fired, fortunately, he wouldn’t be around to witness the heart
attack. He had big plans for himself, plans that didn’t involve
Yelling Joe. Although, the job had given Brice the money he needed
to renovate the sweet beach house property he owned.

He placed the magazine back on the end table next to
his chair. Enough time had passed he’d read it from cover to cover.
A man shouldn’t have to wait this long to get the ax.

Joe now stood with both hands braced on the desk as
shouted into the speakerphone. Brice let out a frustrated breath
and glanced down at the next glossy cover. A sound of male
appreciation escaped his lips. It had to be one of Shirley’s, the
receptionist, magazines.

Interior Design Today emblazed over an African
American woman’s head. She posed in a black, gray and white room.
His constructor’s eye appreciated clean lines and curves when he
saw them. A smile didn’t grace her full, plump lips. Ebony curls
framed her oval face, but the glint in her eyes made him reach for
the magazine. Those eyes, smooth as dark chocolate, pulled at him
and he read the information to the side.

Interior Designer to The Gods: How One Woman made it
to the Top

Hazel Garvey also gives ten tips to make the best out
of any space.

Hmm, that’s what he needed to make the house sell for
more—an interior designer. Heck, any selling point to make the
house go for more would be worth a try. He could already hear his
parents: “Where did we go wrong with him?” He squelched the thought
and cracked open the magazine to the story. By the end of it, he
pulled out his cell phone to make note of her name and number.

“Creed,” boomed from the office.

He tossed the magazine down and saved the woman’s
contact information on his phone. He didn’t both to close the door
behind him. The plastic chair groaned when he sat. “You wanted to
talk to me?”

Joe steepled his hands and leaned forward. “I admire
your parents very much, and that’s why I gave you this job. Your
work record is poor though your work itself is impeccable.” Joe
took in a deep breath, and Brice could see the vein twitching. “But
I’m going to have to let you go.”

“Okay.”

Joe’s hands balled into fist and said the next words
through clenched teeth. “That’s it? Okay? I’ve worked alongside
your father on many occasions. He takes pride in his work. The best
you can do for me is, okay?”

Brice mentally shifted gears. The last thing he
needed was for his mother to give him the “where did we go wrong?”
speech. Yes, they were disguised as family dinners of antipasto
with pancetta, and tortellini covered in heavy, fresh
marinara sauce.

His parents usually waited until the second refill of
wine before they started in on him. His sister’s, Maria, birthday
was coming up, and that dinner would be the perfect opportunity.
The least Brice could do was act like losing this job hurt him in
some way.

“I don’t take rejection well,” Brice started. “I try
not to get…too emotional.”

Brice winced at the clipped sounding words. But what
could he say? “I took this job to get the last of the money I
needed to succeed on my own? That too could get back to his family
and his family meddled. It was the last thing he needed.

“Good.” Joe took the bait, probably because the man
was glad to see the last of Brice. The older man started to nod his
head. “With your track record, getting hired somewhere else will be
a problem, and I just can’t give you a reference.” Joe paused. “I
never understood why you didn’t work for your father?”

Joe posed it as a question Brice had no intention of
answering. “Do you have my last check? I need to get going.”

He stood, trying to make his point without being
obvious. He failed, but Joe stuck his hand out. “Nice working with
you while it lasted.”

In the other hand Joe placed a blank envelope. Brice
left, fighting the sudden urge to skip on his to the car. Too soon
to celebrate.

Joe’s next phone call would be to Brice’s father
where the cocky comment, “I can do this job better than Joe
blind-folded” would be relayed. Then his father would call in an
attempt to brow beat Brice into the family business. His father
would scoff at the plan—renovate the beach house, sell it and start
a business of own. Tension rose up his shoulders at the thought.
His plan had to work. If it didn’t, he’d be sucked into the family
way. The absolutely last thing he ever wanted.


Chapter 2

 


Things started to look up the moment Hazel entered
the beach house on Palmer Island. It wasn’t decorated in bright
colors nor pastels, but neutral tones of tan, peach and green.

Still, she dropped the duffel by the door, opened the
bag and found her running gear on the very top. The choices were
run or rearrange furniture to open up the room. She wasn’t supposed
to work. She was supposed to find her creative muse, slap it and
tell it to give her fresh ideas. At this point, Hazel was convinced
it’d take a miracle.

Not going any farther into the house, she tossed the
duffel bag on the couch and turned back outside. Her tennis shoes
sank into the sand, but she started at a steady pace.

Ten steps in, her breathing became heavier, and a
sharp pain pierced her stomach. She pressed a hand to her side to
help ease the growing ache. It’d been awhile since she ran. She
used to run every morning, before work got in the way. She pursed
her lips, trying to remember the breathing exercise from eons
ago.

Take my mind off the pain. Work. Got to get back to
work.

Knots formed in her stomach at the thought. Her
breath heaved out—work had gotten in a way of a lot of things, so
why would she want to think about it? At some point work had
stopped being a labor of love and had become a labor. She lived and
breathed it and then…

A pain shot up Hazel’s calves, her legs gave out. She
went bust first into the pale, grainy sand and cursed with relish.
She couldn’t complain. The fall had gotten her mind off work at
least. The thought of work could lead to why she’d worked so damn
hard in the first place to become a success. A road she didn’t want
her thoughts to go down, not so soon after being cut off at the
knees.

Hazel blew out a breath and quelled the memories at
the same time. Glancing to the left, her eyes zeroed in on the
high-stepped porch. Not bothering to brush off the sand, she limped
up the walkway.

Closer to the house now, she could see its poor
condition. From experience the wear of the salt sea air would only
affect the exterior. At one time the house might have been white.
The now yellowed paint curled back and patches of the wooden frame
showed through.

By the time her feet hit the planks she had
identified the damaged wood. The house still had good bones. And
maybe the owners liked the house to look lived in and forgotten.
She let out a breath as the pain in her left calf subsided.

“This isn’t a squatters’ convention,” a voice
bellowed above her.

Hazel gaze flicked upward and then her mouth dropped
open. A man, an Adonis stood on the edge of the roof. The morning
sun kissed golden, taut muscles. A tool belt was slung over narrow
hips and, because of it, the denim jeans rode dangerously low. She
followed the line of hair leading down to the edge of the jeans.
The sight of him wiped out any depressing thoughts.

She wet her lips, imagining what lurked beneath those
denims. Her eyes made it past his chest to his face. Eyes the color
of emeralds stared down, and all she could do was stare.

Work had also taken up her love life, which was the
only explanation she had for not biting this man’s head off in
reply. She closed her mouth, cleared her throat. Why hadn’t he said
anything else to break the moment?

“I was just resting.” She cleared her throat again,
putting more authority in her voice. “Didn’t think anyone lived
here.”

“I do, and I would kindly ask you to get off my
property.”

Her head jerked back at his tone. “Well, sorry. It’s
not my fault the house looks like it should have been re-painted a
century ago.”

He didn’t speak, but snarled unintelligibly. He might
as well have had one eyebrow, a hunch in his back, and talked in
monosyllables, from the way he acted. Thank God she listened to her
head more often than her hormones.

“Excuse me,” she said, but hoped it sounded like up
yours. A rotted shingle could soon be the end of him anyway.

The snarl turned to confusion and he squinted at her.
The reaction made her wonder if he had split personalities. Kind of
like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, rude one moment and nice the next.
She wasn’t sticking around to find out.

She started to walk off, but whirled back around at
the loud thud behind her. The man had climbed down and then dropped
to the porch; he had to be insane. She was more surprised, though,
that the planks hadn’t gave under the unexpected weight.

“What?” She still had to tilt her head to meet his
gaze. “You forget to say something rude?”

“What’s your name?”

Hazel snorted and marched down the walkway. His
footfalls sounded behind her and then a warm, rough hand brushed
her elbow. She sucked in a breath. “What?”

Close up he had those smoldering eyes people talked
about. A strong jaw line, two eyebrows, and lips that made her toes
curl in her shoes, picturing what he could do with them.

“I’m sorry,” His voice held a small accent Hazel
couldn’t place. “I didn’t mean to be rude.”

His pocket started to play a Frank Sinatra tune.
Following the line of hair again, she glanced down. His stomach
muscles looked cut from stone. The man closed his eyes for a
moment. “I’ve been on the edge.”

“So, I looked like a good candidate to yell at?”

The tune continued to play. “Let me make it up to
you. Drinks at the local bar. It’s kind of an upscale place, not a
dive. On me. I think they even serve fresh lobster.”

She pursed her lips. Borderline personality. Had to
be. “Thanks, but I think I’ll pass.” She started to turn.

“Wait.”

He slid his fingers across her elbow, and then
released the hold. Hazel couldn’t be sure if he touched her like
that on purpose, but her body responded as if he had. An old
familiar tingle spread from her ears to her core. When was the last
time a man had touched her with such tenderness?

He put his hand out. “Brice Creed.”

She frowned at the outstretched limb. Borderline
personality with some manners, at least. With reluctance Hazel took
the hand. “Hazel Garvey.”

A smile pulled at his lips. “I’m single, free of
disease, and after the two days I’ve just had, a glass of expensive
wine with a pretty woman will definitely make up for it.”

“Good line.” Her criticism only made the smile
widen.

Hazel eyed him again, but own their own accord went
to the hairline on his chest. She followed the line down until it
disappeared beneath the tool belt. A physical paradise lay there.
She knew it.

“Ok,” Hazel conceded. “I’ll see you at eight. At the
bar.”

“I can pick you up.”

She tore her gaze from the disappearing hair. “No,
I’d rather meet you there.”

It’d discourage her from going home with him. She
nodded to him and turned before her eyes could return to staring at
his crotch.

*****

Sweat dampened Brice’s palm as he ran a hand over his
face. Hazel Garvey dropped on his doorstep and he’d almost gotten
rid of her. Given the past two days, he deserved a little divine
intervention. Frank Sinatra started singing again. If he hadn’t
paid so much for the phone, he’d have tossed it into the ocean,
sparkling like sapphires beside him.

He hadn’t answered the phone since getting fired, but
none of that mattered. His big plan had rotted planks on the porch,
shingles deteriorated by time and the sea-salt air. The big plan
also had paint chips older than his grandparents, full of lead and
only God knew what.

Most of the renovations were cosmetic, but just as
time consuming. He’d considered only for a moment selling it as a
fixer-upper, but he needed at least $150,000 more than what he had.
More sweat beaded on his forehead.

He squinted to see Hazel’s silhouette more clearly.
She’d make his big plan possible. The photo in the magazine had
made her seem larger than life, much less approachable, a true ball
buster. Frank Sinatra started to sing again.

It didn’t matter. He had to convince her to decorate
the house. He’d called the company and found out she was on
vacation. He didn’t want anyone else and that’s what he told her
PA, Charlotte. No one else could bring in the money Hazel would
just by having her name attached to the project. He had to convince
her before his family drove him insane.

When Frank Sinatra went into his fifth rendition of
“Luck be a Lady,” Brice pulled the phone out of his pocket and
answered it. “Hi, Pops.”

“You don’t have reception out there on the island
with that fancy phone of yours?”

How Pops knew his location Brice didn’t know. “It’s
sketchy. How’re you doing? How’s Mom?”

Brice glanced once more down the beach to Hazel’s
fading silhouette, and turned his attention to the
conversation.

“You’d know if you called more often. She’s ailing
and she wants to see you.”

Brice had seen both his parents five days ago. His
mother had been racing his nieces and nephews on the front lawn,
and she’d been winning.

“I’ll be there on Sunday for Maria’s birthday.”

There was silence on the other end. Then his father
spoke again, “Why’d you make Joe fire you? He’s a family friend. Is
your life’s intent to make me look bad?”

Brice sighed. “It’s not about you, Pops. And you
don’t even work with Joe anymore for the same reasons I made the
comment that got me fired. I can do his job blind-folded. The man
is disorganized. Cheap and greedy. Money comes before quality.”

By now Pops had the minute details of his life for
the past five days. There wasn’t any point to lying about what had
initiated the layoff. In moments like this he sometimes wondered if
his family did have connections, or at least FBI underlings.
He disregarded the notion because both could learn a thing or two
from his family.

“Doesn’t matter. I’ve got a job lined up for you
here. It’s always available.”

“Thank you, but—” He glanced at the house, a headache
brewed between his eyes. “I’m tied up doing something else.
Something I need to get back to right now.”

“Your brother is on his way out to help you with that
raggedy house. You can’t fix it up on your own.”

Brice bit back the retort. He’d never be old enough
that talking back wouldn’t bring consequences. “I can do it on my
own. I promise to call when I need the extra hand. Okay?”

Pops grumbled something in Italian under his breath
that Brice didn’t ask him to repeat. “Well, Tony still might drop
by.”

Which meant Tony was on his way as they spoke. “Well,
Pops, got to go. Tell Ma I love her.”

“No, you tell her yourself on Sunday. Are you sure
you’re coming?”

With the threat of having every blood relative
descend on him if he didn’t, there was no contest. “Yes, I’ll be on
the mainland Sunday.”

He switched off the phone again. Yes, his big plan
had to work or he’d be sucked into the family business forever.

*****

Hazel looked at her pitiful collection of dresses.
With the red one she might as well find a ho stroll and solicit her
services. The black one? She might have worn it last to a funeral.
She squinted at it. God, she might have, and that was more pitiful
than her choice in dresses, because it told of her non-existent
social life. She still had an hour to get ready and it wasn’t
enough time.

A knock sounded at the door. She glanced at the
clock. Brice? She strolled to the door, wrenched it open,
ready to give him a nice lecture, but it wasn't the stubborn
Adonis.

Golden eyes, set in a heart shaped face, gazed back
at Hazel. The woman at the door lips curved, but it didn’t actually
look like a smile.

“I'm from Everything You Need. I'm here to
make sure you have every accommodation.” The woman let out a
breath. “I'm sure you got this speech when you made your
reservations, but like the company says we provide everything you
need.” Finally she took a breath, but added, “How long are you
staying here?”

Hazel frowned. “A month and I didn’t make the
accommodations.”

“Doesn’t matter, it’s the same song and dance. For
the next month you'll probably want for a few things, but
everything you need—when you need it—will be provided.” She bobbed
her head, still not giving up a name. “By the way, this is on the
house.”

She pulled a garment bag out of nowhere. “Use it
wisely.” Mission accomplished she turned to leave.

“Wait?”

The woman held up two fingers in a piece sign. “Gotta
run. I'll be back when you need something, like food and water.”
The woman's shadow faded into the dark.

Hazel definitely had to check for video cameras in
this place. There had to be a catch, or maybe it was the rude
service you’d get. Then again the house was free—you got what you
paid for.

With a hip, she closed the door while unzipping the
bag. Silk as green as Brice’s eyes lay beneath the black plastic.
It was the kind of flirty but sexy dress she would have included if
dating had been on her mind while packing. The dress was just what
she needed—neither too slutty nor too reserved. She checked the
dress size—it’d fit.

She flew at the door and ripped it open. No car, no
boat, no beach walkers. Nothing but the waves crashing against the
sand greeted her view of the beach. She double-checked and glanced
farther down the horizon to her left, but didn’t see a fading
shadow in the light. Hazel huffed out a breath, took a step inside
and shook her head.

This vacation had started on a strange note. This
island had a strange feel to it, but it was beautiful. At night,
the water lapped gently against the sugar-like sand.

If she closed her eyes, Hazel could relax for a
moment and not think about the absence of even one fresh or new
idea in the past twenty-four hours. Hazel slid a hand over the
smooth material of the dress. She’d have fun tonight and worry
about her ailing career later.

*****

The edge of the bar pressed into Brice’s back. He
took another sip of the scotch on the rocks, watching the door. He
gripped the moist glass harder when Hazel entered. Classy—from the
upsweep of her hair to the heels gracing her feet. Her gaze went
over the room in search of him.

Brice straightened off the edge of the bar, reaching
his full height. When her smoky-chocolate brown eyes met his, the
air in the room suddenly felt too thin, and Brice shifted on his
feet.

Too caught up in biting her head off, and then trying
to get her to say yes to dinner, he hadn’t really looked at her.
Her calves curved and then disappeared under the short dress. Her
caramel-colored skin looked as smooth as the ivy silk she wore. Her
cleavage showed through the opening vee of the dress and spilled
out tastefully, giving him a teasing view of the figure underneath.
His groin tightened.

Turning this business deal into pleasure lingered in
his mind for a moment, as she made her way to him. An invisible
force pinned him to the bar’s counter and for the first time in a
very long time he yearned for a woman. This woman.

She stopped a few feet in front of him. “Good
evening.”

His mouth quirked up at the greeting. “Are you
usually this formal?”

“With people I don’t know.”

He smiled fully. “I plan to change that.” He gestured
his head to a table. “There’s an opening I’ve been eyeing over by
the piano.”

She didn’t speak but headed in the direction he had
indicated. Her hips swayed with each step, and he watched them,
hypnotized by the rhythmic movement. He tried to breathe through
his nose, but only got the scent of her—dark and musky. Hazel
tucked the dress behind her knees so as not to wrinkle it before
she sat down.

“So, you’re making up for being an ass to me
earlier?” Her long lashes brushed the top of her cheekbones.

His stomach knotted at the unexpected reaction, but
he liked it. She didn’t take herself too seriously. “From time to
time I stick my foot in my mouth. Sometimes I feel the need to make
up for it.”

“And this time you felt you had to.”

It wasn’t phrased as a question, though Brice took it
as one. “I’m not sure whether or not you noticed, but this a small
island. I can’t afford to make enemies.”

“I’ve noticed.” She raised her hand and nodded at
someone behind him, probably a waiter.

Brice considered his next words, because there wasn’t
a reason to hide his purpose on the island, but he had to tread
lightly. “Plus, I find working myself to the bone all day doesn’t
make me personable.”

Her eyes lighted and a smile, the first real one she
gave him, crossed her face. “I’ve noticed that also.”

Brice leaned forward, ignoring his drink. “Now tell
me about you.”

Her mouth thinned into a line and her eyes darkened,
shifted away. “I’m here on vacation. What’s not to like about this
place? Sand on my doorstep. Sun brightening my days. Nights cool
enough I can breathe. Back on the mainland it’s hotter than hell.”
She tried for nonchalance, but Brice noticed the tension brewing
underneath. “What’s not to like about this place?”

“It’s secluded. More like a small town than an
island. And paradise can be overrated.”

A waiter interrupted her reply. Hazel ordered a dry
martini and nothing else. Being the youngest of the family afforded
him the gift of making good assumptions on simple observations. She
didn’t take advantage of situations—him footing the bill—and for
some odd reason she liked martinis, a drink with no frills or fuss.
She wet her lips and he shifted again.

“I want to know more about you,” he said.

So I’ll know how to ask you to decorate my
house, he silently added. He shifted again, not liking the
borderline deception. And it definitely seemed too much like asking
for help. Like he couldn’t sell the house on his own.

After doing more research on Hazel he knew he
couldn’t afford her, either. He needed Hazel to do him a very big
favor and that’s all it could be—a favor. It wasn’t a deception. He
pushed the thought aside as soon as it came.

“I’m single,” Hazel started. “I’m free of disease and
this martini is going to be the best part of my week.”

Brice settled back in his chair, convinced that he
was doing the right thing. He’d tell her of the big plan soon. It
sure as hell wasn’t asking for help. It was a favor. No, the start
of a business partnership.

She leaned forward, blessing him with another smile
on her face. “Now, tell me how drinking with me is the best part of
your week? And then I’ll tell you more about myself.”

“Well,” Brice picked up his scotch. “It started a few
weeks ago…”


Chapter 3

 


Before the last remnants of her first martini was
gone, Hazel found herself telling this man more than she’d shared
with her PA of two years. Hazel told herself it had a lot to do
with the fact she would probably never see him again. It was
something about opening up to strangers that let tongues loosen.
Heck, she’d never told her one time therapist this much about her
life.

It had to be his eyes. More than the emerald shade
beckoning for her to tell all her secrets, it was the way they
lighted with interest. Depth and amusement flitted behind his gaze.
So by the third martini they felt like old friends.

The waiter came by with the check and Brice placed
his wide, long fingers over it. He was keeping his end of the
bargain. She smiled again, more from the warm feeling the alcohol
than because of his appearance—at least that’s what she told
herself.

“I feel like I’ve been talking non-stop, especially
since you only gave me a summary of your life.”

“That’s okay, and I’m not chatty.”

Hazel shook her head. In a daze, she felt fluid and
warm in parts of her body that she’d considered dead. “Tell me more
about you.”

The laugh was low, but smooth as silk. “You’ve had a
lot to drink. Did you drive?”

She shrugged; it was probably more of a roll of her
shoulders. “I called the company footing the bill. They told me it
wasn’t far from the cabin. I walked. Of course, I took my heels off
until just before I came through the door.”

He chuckled, pulled out a fifty and stuffed it into
the black case the waiter had left. He offered his hand. “I can
walk you back. Since I don’t think you’ll make it to your cabin on
your own in this dark.”

“It gets that dark out here?”

“It’s more beautiful at night. You can see the cruise
ships and it looks like they’re floating on the sky, lit up and
headed anywhere you can imagine.”

She liked the sound of it and took his hand—rougher
than hers, but warm, so very warm. Before she could process leaving
the restaurant, they were outside.

His large fingers wrapped around her small ones. When
was the last time she’d felt this sense of peace? Maybe the first
night in her new house, after months of decoration and angst. Or
when she first held her college degree. She squinted up at the
night sky.

“You don’t see the stars like this on the mainland,”
Hazel said out loud, though she had thought it in her head. She
laughed and found herself against him.

“I think you’ve had one martini too many.”

She laughed again and tilted her head up to his.
Brice’s eyes were dark as a forest in the moonlight.

“Probably, but it feels good. I don’t have to go in
to work tomorrow. I don’t have to listen to Maureen bitch and moan
about the Victorian era having more class than the Regency.” He
frowned and again she laughed. “Never mind. I’m talking work and
I’m supposed to be on vacation.”

“You never said why you were on vacation.”

“I’m washed up.” The melancholy came in the instant
the words left her mouth. “I’m twenty-seven and already I’m washed
up with a crappy career.”

Warmth slide over her cheeks, and slowly it dawned on
Hazel that Brice had cupped her face in his palms. “You’re not
washed up. Not from what I hear.”

She squinted to see him in the nonexistent light.
“Hazel Garvey, prodigy or hype? I can see the headlines now.”

The look he’d gave, made Hazel feel exposed. It felt
too intimate for having just met him. Stepping away from the
informal comfort he’d given, Hazel trotted in front of him, the
silver shoes swinging on her fingertips.

“I can see the headlines now,” she repeated.

“Not everyone can be successful overnight,” he
said.

She frowned, not sure if the comment had been
directed at her.

“You still haven’t told me about you. Not in detail,
at least.” She started to walk backwards. Her feet sank into the
soft sand and it almost felt better than his hands on her face.
Almost being the operative word.

He stopped for some reason, but grabbed the material
beneath the seam under her breasts. “You’ve had one too many
martinis.”

“You’ve already said that, and I still want to know
about you. Right now you seem a mystery. I’m the boring one,
spilling my guts.”

“Not boring, intoxicated.”

And lonely, she silently added, and the melancholy
bordered on depression. She didn’t know this man. He could be a
reporter disguising himself as a house renovator, for all she knew.
It wouldn’t be the first time someone had stooped low to get the
scoop. Hazel’s upbringing was made for the headlines. The hum in
her veins suppressed the dour memories.

“Now tell me the truth,” she said, still staring up
at the sky, not able to make eye contact with him again. Not with
the memories brimming so close to the surface. “Why did you ask me
on a date?”

“You’re pretty.”

“I know.” She heard him chuckle in the dark.

“Modest, I see.” His voice was like velvet.

She shivered. “No need to be when you know your
worth.”

“How do you do that?”

She closed her eyes to search for the answer. “By no
longer feeling you have to prove yourself to others, accepting who
you are and what you want.”

The warmth came back. Her eyes sprang open. Brice’s
face hovered over hers. His eyes had gone serious again. She really
liked that about him. He went from playful to dire in the matter of
seconds.

“And how do you do that?” he asked.

“Stop fighting what you should be and just be.”

“That’s all it takes?”

His words were soft, but Hazel felt like the question
had been asked as if someone’s life or death was on the line.
“Yes.”

“You’re not pretty up close.”

Her mouth fell open. “Wow. Thanks. That’s what every
woman wants to hear.”

He rubbed his thumb across her cheekbones. “I’m
starting to think you’re not every woman.”

“Damn straight.” She smiled up at him.

“You’re not pretty. You’re beautiful,” he said.

His eyes no longer held the seriousness, nor did they
hold the playfulness. Her feet refused to move, as though she stood
in quicksand. His hands moved to her hair. The breath she’d been
holding hissed out and her heart sped up in anticipation.

He was going to kiss her. The moment was primed for
it. Her skin tingled with the knowledge of his closeness. She
closed her eyes and then his lips were on hers.

She moaned, and heat spread in her chest and down to
her core. And that heat between her thighs built to something else,
something new. It made her want. It made her crave the warmth
emanating from him. She pressed closer against him until her
breasts overwhelmed the vee line of the dress. The fabric cut into
her skin and the warring sensations made her head buzz.

When was the last time she’d been kissed like this?
In the depths of the haze the answer came—never. His tongue flitted
over her bottom lip, ripping another sound of pleasure from her
throat. She balled her hands onto the edge of the dress. His mouth
and tongue took her on a ride that allowed only one
forethought—hold on.

His hands had moved to the seams of her dress and she
felt them give at his strong embrace. His manhood pressed firm and
hard against her stomach reminded Hazel this kiss could turn into
so much more than mouths meeting together in the night.

At the thought, another moan escaped and her body
obeyed the silent command. She let her tongue lave each hot, wet
crevice of his mouth until the taste of him took over the remnants
of vodka still there.

He tasted of wet dreams she was sure to have later,
because this kiss couldn’t turn into more. No, it couldn’t turn
into deep, satisfying fulfillment because she wasn’t like every
woman. She wanted more than his body would give her. She had wanted
like this before and it had ended for her in bitter tears and a
broken heart. Not again.

But, oh, how she wanted to be like any woman if what
he was doing with his mouth…She groaned and stepped back.

“Thank you for dinner.” Her voice surprisingly
sounded smooth and calm, unlike the erratic beating of her
heart.

She licked her lips and tasted him again. That taste
would forever be branded on her tongue.

His hands relaxed against the smooth material of her
dress. “We’re outside your door.”

She couldn’t decipher his thoughts because his eyes
were still dark as the night surrounding them. The instinct to
raise her pelvis to meet the hard length, flooded through her.
Hazel took another step back and her foot hit the doorstep. “We
can’t do this again.”

“I know.”

“So it’s been fun.” She tried for a flippant tone,
but the words came out husky and breathless.

“I know,” he repeated.

Hazel let out a breath that sounded too full of
regret to her own ears. “Good night.”

She unlocked the door and didn’t bother to turn
around. God knows, she would have changed her mind if she had.

*****

Brice stood outside the door long after Hazel had
slammed it in his face. His intentions hadn’t been to touch her.
Hell, his intentions hadn’t been to go any further than smiling
sweetly, then hitting her between the eyes with his
proposition.

He’d kissed her. He’d liked it. Now she didn’t want
anything to do with him. Brice was worse off than when he sat in
the stifling trailer to get fired. Or finding out his big plans
were for the birds unless he hauled ass for the next month to fix
it.

He ran an unsteady hand over his face, not letting in
the thought of how much he’d really, really enjoyed the kiss. LL
Cool J started to rap “Mama Said Knock You Out” from his
pocket.

Brice didn’t want to dwell on what just happened. He
wasn’t even sure what had happened. Bottom line it couldn’t happen
again unless he had a few condoms handy and no will left to stick
to the lifelong dream of creating his own business.

Women like Hazel didn’t settle for strictly sexual
relationships. They asked for your all, without saying a word. Yes,
it’d been a simple kiss, but if Brice went down that road he’d fuck
it up eventually. How many times had he before now? And nothing had
changed.

LL Cool J started up again. Turning his back on
Hazel’s door, Brice answered. “Yes, Tony.”

“Where in the hell have you been? I’ve been freezing
my butt off in the car for the past hour.”

The sigh rumbled deep in his chest. This is why he
didn’t turn around to knock on the door. Different name, but the
same road to go down. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

“All right. I’ll be in the house.”

A smile broke across his face. Tony’s past wasn’t the
most honest. “You should have done that a long time ago.”

“Didn’t know if you had company. Your car’s parked
out front.”

Brice kept putting one foot in front of the other,
putting more distance between him and that door.

“Yeah, well, no one’s in there. Go ahead and do your
thing.” He hung up the phone, knowing his brother wouldn’t be
offended.

Hazel had been his one chance. Well, had to figure
out another one, because he sure as hell wasn’t about to trap
himself into a relationship, even a short term one. He wasn’t built
for relationships.

He stuffed his hands into his pockets to hide the
erection still showing through the pants. But damn, he wanted
Hazel.


Chapter 4

 


Hazel glared at the vanity mirror. The high back
blocked the light and the view through the bayside window. She
shifted on the edge of the bed and wiggled her fingers.

It wouldn’t be decorating per se if she moved the
mirror to the other side of the room, where the light from outside
could reflect in the mirror. Even if it meant she had to move the
dresser to where the bed now sat. It did not mean she wasn’t
enjoying her vacation.

She narrowed her eyes at the bare spot above the
dresser. Or she could find a nice little painting to go there. Not
a seascape. Seascapes were overdone in beach houses, but something
with color that would play off the tan and peach color scheme.
Hazel closed her eyes. No, I’m on vacation.

She’d already painted her toenails, trimmed the split
ends of her hair, and considered getting a breast lift after
getting a good look at them following her shower. If she sat in the
room any longer that vanity would be moved, along with the dresser
and the bed.

She tried not to let the thought of going to see
Brice settle in. Their kiss last night… Her eyes went back to the
beige vanity. It could use a coat of paint, maybe in the shade of
sun-dusted seashells.

Okay, it was decided. Hazel changed into her workout
gear, took a chilled water from the fridge and hit the beach. This
time she didn’t even make it as far as Brice’s porch before her
legs gave out.

Music blasted from the direction of the house, but
her legs refused to make another move. Sprawled on the beach, her
lungs desperate for air, Hazel threw an arm over her eyes to shade
them from the sun.

Later she might find sand in every crevice, but in
the moment she didn’t care. Hell, Hazel wasn’t decorating, so who
was she to complain? The music lowered and the sound of footsteps
reached her ears.

“I’ve got some muscle rub if you need it,” a man
said.

This man’s timbre went an octave lower than Brice’s,
so it couldn’t be him. She moved her arm a smidgen and took a peak.
His eyes were the same shade of green, but they had flecks of gray
in them. Although he shared the same strong jaw line, and pitch
black hair.

“Your parents have very strong genetics.”

He shadowed the sun, but she could still see the
frown. “Excuse me?”

She stayed in the sand, not trying to sit up. Her
body might give out on her completely. “I’m guessing you’re related
to Brice.”

The smile turned into a mischievous grin. “Oldest
brother. Tony Creed.” He offered his hand. “From the roof I saw you
collapse here on the beach and thought I’d come to help.”

“Do you have a new pair of legs? That’s the only
thing I need right now.” She took his hand and used the force to
stand upright.

“No, but I do have an ice chest full of beer.”

“Sounds tempting.”

“I can also use you to irritate my brother, so if
you’ll let me sweeten the deal I’ll even give you a foot
massage.”

They had started up the walkway. Hazel bit her lip to
keep from laughing. “Sounds like a very loving family.”

“If love is suffocating, then yes.”

She did laugh this time. “I’ll take the beer and pass
on the foot massage.”

She’d been touched enough by Creed men. Hazel did
note he wore a shirt, but the same type of expensive equipment hung
from his tool belt. Creed Construction lined the top of the belt in
black lettering. She might have been too busy to notice, but she
was pretty sure Brice didn’t have the same engraving on his
belt.

On the porch sat four lawn chairs, by the glass
sliding door, along with a propped open ice chest. Brice walked
through the door and stopped. The boom box hung from his hand, and
Hazel feared he would drop it.

Tony gestured toward her. “Found this beauty washed
up on the shore. Decided to bring her here.”

Brice placed the boom box on the ground and reached
for a beer. “Really?” He gazed roved over Hazel. “How many times
has he hit on you in the past ten minutes?”

She pretended to count. “About once every two.”

He tossed a beer to Tony with a little more force
than necessary, adding, “You’re getting soft in your old age.”

“I blame her exhaustion for not falling for my charm.
I haven’t lost my touch. You, on the other hand, need your head
checked.”

“Am I not standing right here?” Hazel spread out her
hands.

Tony patted the seat next to him. “He started it and
he’s in a grumpy mood. You can sit next to me. He might try to bite
you.”

Not too bad an idea, she admitted to herself. “I’ll
sit in the middle, since it seems like sibling rivalry hasn’t
outgrown the two of you.”

Brice grunted as he popped the top of a beer, and
handed it to her. “Here, and he started it. What brings you my
way?”

Their fingers brushed and she remembered where they’d
been last night and where she wished they’d gone. She cleared her
throat. “I was tempted to decorate, which includes repainting the
vanity mirror in my bedroom.”

He frowned. “I thought you were renting.”

“Worse, I’m staying there for free. I don’t think the
company would appreciate my efforts.”

Tony said, “You’re a decorator?”

“Interior designer. Same difference, depending on who
you are asking.” She took a sip and afterward checked the label.
“Why am I not surprised this is an Italian brand.”

“Our dad would disown us if we didn’t. He has eyes
and ears everywhere, and no, we don’t call him The Don,” Tony
added, smiling that mischievous smile at her again.

“Oh, wow.” She turned to Brice. “Can he turn it off
or is it constant?”

Brice popped the cap on his beer. “My mother has an
ultra sound picture with him smiling like that.”

Tony only shrugged. “Interior designer.” He stuck his
tongue in his cheek and gave Brice a look Hazel didn’t understand.
“Interesting. Are you any good?”

“Tony,” Brice warned.

“No, it’s fine,” Hazel said. “Yes, I was.”

“Past tense?”

“Tony,” Brice said again, steel in his tone. Tony
raised his hands and then took a sip from his beer. Brice said,
“He’s charming, but has no manners.”

“Oh, like the first day I met you?” She said.

Tony chuckled and raised his beer to her and took
another swig.

Brice leaned forward, his thigh brushing hers. “I’ve
since made up for my behavior.” Those emerald eyes met her gaze and
reminded her exactly how he’d made it up.

Heat suffused her cheeks at the innocuous wording.
“You have.”

She concentrated on her beer, trying to forget. It
didn’t help that he refused to wear a shirt. Sweat had curled his
straight locks. Streaks of plaster and dirt marred his chest.
Taking another healthy gulp of beer, she pulled her gaze from him
and focused on Tony. His head was tilted, watching them. She really
had to learn not to stare.

“I was just thinking…” Tony said.

“No,” Brice replied though there wasn’t any venom in
his tone.

“We should go to lunch. All we have are sandwiches
and chips in the fridge. Isn’t there a restaurant or bar nearby
that serves food?”

“No—”

“Brice took me to one last night. They have
lobster.”

Tony took stock of her again. “Not on a diet?”

“I was running to clear my mind. I probably pulled a
shin in the process.”

A slow smile peaked from the corner of Tony’s mouth.
“I told you I could massage you—”

“No,” Brice said.

Now there was the venom. When Hazel looked at Brice
he was placing his beer next to the chair. His movements weren’t
hurried. If for a moment she thought he was jealous she might not
be offended by his answer.

“Well,” Hazel said, “I guess I’ll head home.”

“To get dressed for lunch?” Brice asked.

The words stilled her. The choruses of “No” made her
think he wanted her gone. It wasn’t like she’d welcomed him with
open arms after their kiss. Most men would have expected her to get
naked, not slam a door in their face. “I thought you wanted
to…”

She sipped the beer instead of answering. Tony picked
up on the discomfort and stood.

“I’m going to freshen up.” He pulled a phone out of
his pocket.

Brice watched the movement with a scowl.

“We’ll see you there in an hour?” Tony asked without
looking up.

Hazel glanced at Brice. He answered for her. “She’ll
be there.”

One hand on her waist, Hazel waited until Tony was
out of earshot. “And last night?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged and brought the bottle to
his mouth. “It was a kiss.”

She remembered how his mouth felt against hers—hot,
wet and soft. Her face flushed again at the memory. “So, you don’t
mind if I go to lunch with you and your brother?”

It felt like territory neither one of them had
prepared to enter, but they were unable to avoid it. He took a drag
from the beer before he answered.

“As long as you’re ready?”

She frowned. “For what?”

He let out a short laugh. “To meet my family. My
brother is probably texting the whole lot of them to meet you.”

Hazel’s frown deepened. “I don’t get it.”

Why would Tony want his family to meet her? She and
Brice had dated once and it ended with both of them being
frustrated and…horny.

Brice shook his head. “I’ll pick you up; that way
we’ll have an escape plan. Dress comfortably in case we have to
run.”

She wanted to laugh, but Hazel could tell he wasn’t
kidding. “It’s just lunch.”

He finally met her gaze head on. She sucked in a
breath. Hazel couldn’t pinpoint the emotions swirling behind his
eyes, but she wanted to comfort him. The urge to hold him
overwhelmed the need to kiss him. She took a step back from him and
from the nameless emotion.

“I’ll be there in an hour,” Brice said.

She put down the beer at the edge of the porch.
“Okay.”

Confused and uncertain, Hazel turned away. She’d
grown up with the bare minimum of family, a mother and father. Her
parents, only children, had raised an only child. She had always
enjoyed Christmas and Thanksgiving even though there was a huge
hole where something was missing in their celebrations. She
couldn’t wrap her mind around not wanting to see her family.

“Hazel.”

She stopped down the walkway and faced him.

“I’m sorry.”

Unsure what he was apologizing for, she didn’t have
the heart to ask why, not when the heaviness of his emotions filled
the air. “Okay.”

She forced herself to move forward, to not look back
or go to him. What exactly could she, a virtual stranger, give him
what he needed? If she dared listen to her head, she shouldn’t have
wanted to.

*****

Brice parked outside the restaurant and scowled at
it. His bastard of a brother had trapped him.

A woman he had no intention of seeing again was about
to meet his family. Months from now, long after Hazel would have
disappeared from his life, the Creed breed would still ask how she
was doing. They’d shake their heads as if her one-time appearance
proved how incapable he was of taking care of himself and his
professional life.

Where did we go wrong? rang in his ears as he
cut the engine. His bones seemed to creak when he stepped outside
the car. He was jolted back to life when Hazel laid a hand on his
shoulder.

At his side, she asked, “Are you okay?”

Brice couldn’t be sure—his thoughts had pulled him
undertow—but that had to be the sixth time she’d asked the question
since he’d picked her up.

“Yeah, fine. You? We can always go back to your place
and relax.”

“I am relaxed.” Worry filled her gaze, but she
smiled.

He followed the sway of her hips, but his mind
unfortunately couldn’t appreciate the sight. The first and the last
time he’d introduced his family to someone, he’d still been in high
school. Prom to be exact.

After the pictures were taken at his place, Brice’s
date wore a stunned expression for the rest of the night. Yes, of
course, he had to take her to his house, even though prom night was
traditionally for the female.

He shook his head and brought himself to real time.
His brother sat, alone, at the table. Brice wasn’t a fool. It
wouldn’t be that way for long. When his brother had stepped out of
the shower, hair still wet, Tony’s phone had been glued to his
hand. For all Brice knew, the President of the United States might
show up.

“Oh, don’t you look beautiful,” Tony said and pulled
out a chair for Hazel.

Brice intentionally sat across from her. He wanted to
watch the signs she was ready to leave, so they could make their
escape before her head exploded—or, worse, she ran out of the
restaurant screaming.

“I’ve ordered some popcorn shrimp, if you don’t
mind.”

Hazel laughed in disbelief. “I’m starting to realize
you simply can’t turn it off.”

Brice wanted to laugh too at the observation, but the
tension building in his neck prevented any kind of enjoyment from
Hazel calling out his brother on being full of shit.

In the past twenty-four hours he’d learned the woman
across from him didn’t impress easily. She sure as hell didn’t
mince words. If his head didn’t feel like it would split into a
million pieces, he might have found the room to respect her for
it.

Tony reached over and patted him on the back. “Looks
like you need a drink.” He raised his finger and a waiter appeared
out of nowhere. “I’m paying for lunch. I’m going to consider this a
business engagement.”

Hazel pursed her lips. “Why?”

“Pops won’t question it,” Tony said, but his gaze
went to Brice with full understanding.

She leaned forward, not looking at Tony. The knots in
Brice’s stomach eased for some reason. The coffee-colored gaze had
that effect on him. “Tell me about The Don, Brice.”

Brice found himself smiling back at her. “Pops would
get a kick out of that name.”

Her tongue flitted out of her mouth, wetting the
corner of her lips. His groin tightened at the action. God, even
with the tension building in the base of his head, Brice wanted
her. He wanted to taste her again, this time without vodka clouding
her senses. He wanted to hear her moan again from pleasure. The
room disappeared and only Hazel was in it.

“So, tell me,” she said, eyes lit with humor. “Can
you speak Italian?”

The muscles eased. “If I tell ya, I’d have to kill
ya.”

Her eyes sparkled. “An offer I can’t refuse.”

The fist around his heart loosened. “You tell
me.”

Tony cleared his throat. “Look, it’s Maria. I wonder
how she got here.”

Maria was his oldest sister and only one of out of
the thousands of siblings he had. Brice kept his gaze on Hazel.
Hell, it seemed as if he couldn’t break the contact. “It’ll be good
to see her.”

She mouthed to him, it’s okay, and for once in
his life when it came to his family, Brice wanted to believe
it.


Chapter 5

 


Hazel waved goodbye one last time to the Creed family
brood. Exhaustion weighed her limbs. No wonder Brice tried to avoid
them at all cost. She counted five other siblings besides Tony. She
was sure Brice’s mother counted Tony as five children by himself.
She settled into the car and turned to Brice. Fear no longer etched
lines onto his face, but tension kept his jaw taut.

He spoke, “I’m sorry about that. I didn’t think Tony
would be able to pull this off in such a short amount of time. All
of my family lives on the mainland and only God knows how they got
here in record time.”

“I told you it’s okay. I’m used to schmoozing large
groups of people.”

Brice snorted. “You never had to schmooze my
family.”

“True.” She glanced out the window and they were
almost at her cabin already. She took a deep breath before saying,
“I’m not the big family type. Or at least I’m not from one.”

He chuckled. “You could have fooled me. You didn’t
take offense at the prying questions, and you answered them like a
professional.”

She picked at some invisible lint on her jeans. “I’m
used to it in my professional life.”

He glanced at her but then had his eyes back on the
unpaved road. “It’s more than that.”

She noted he wasn’t white-knuckling the steering
wheel this time around. On the ride to lunch she’d worried he’d pop
a knucklebone from the grip he’d had.

But then, memories crossed her mind of the sedate
family dinners while growing up. Hazel would have given anything
for the loud and boisterous time she experienced. They’d eaten and
then sat for hours afterward. However, no matter how much fun, she
saw how each comment dug a hole in Brice. He was the butt of every
joke.

According to his family he was flighty,
irresponsible, and had an attention span of a gnat. They’d known
him for twenty-eight years, but from what she’d seen of his tool
belt alone she knew he took his work seriously.

On this island, there weren’t many places to buy the
specialty tools he had hanging from his belt and the comfort in
which he wielded the tools meant he invested in his craft, in
himself.

So far from the man they painted. Most of the men she
met in her profession didn’t have either the tools or the mindset
to whip an ailing house into shape by themselves. For one it was
insane, but it took skill and balls to do it anyway.

The tires crunched in the sand outside the cabin. She
opened the car door and made her way to the stoop. She’d gone light
on the alcohol, but seeing him this time of night still created a
heady buzz in her head.

Hazel stuffed her hands in the back pockets of the
jeans, and leaned against the door. He stopped in front of her.

“You can say you had a horrible time and I’d
understand,” Brice said with humor, but Hazel could hear the
vulnerability.

“I had a good time,” she said with sincerity. “Stop
worrying.”

The silence built around them, but he didn’t move
from the spot. The night didn’t feel finished and Hazel knew in her
gut they’d kiss again. This time around she wanted a clear
mind.

“Either way,” he said. “You didn’t run for the
hills.”

She dropped her gaze to the ground and asked the
question nagging at her. “Do they always treat you like that?”

He sighed heavily, but took a step closer to her. “I
made it easy for them to.”

This time she didn’t stop the urge to reach out to
him. His body did more than stop the chill from the breeze coming
off the ocean. Her nipples hardened against the cotton t-shirt and
she pressed against him to ease the ache. He placed his chin atop
her head and they stayed that way for a while.

“Either way,” he said softly. “Thank you.”

The words vibrated through her. She lifted her head,
meeting his gaze. His eyes once again matched the dark night. When
their mouths met it was different. His mouth was tender against
hers, and if they’d been sitting down she’d have crawled into his
lap to pull him closer, to feel the heat of his sex against her
own.

Hazel settled for his body being plastered to hers.
She couldn’t answer for him, but this was treading on new ground
and she liked how dangerous but how safe it felt.

She pressed closer still, needing the taste and feel
of him. She moaned deep and long when his hands caressed the sides
of her breasts. It was cliché to think no man had ever touched her,
kissed her like Brice was doing, but being kissed this way, this
deeply—this passionately felt new.

Her body reacted like it had never done before and
Hazel pressed even closer to him. She didn’t want the space, the
coldness to come over like the first taste of reality. She wanted
this fantasy to go on. His mouth on hers. His tongue flittering
over her lips and back again into her mouth, tasting, teasing the
very essence of her. She sank her teeth into the soft flesh of his
bottom lip and was rewarded with a groan.

“We shouldn’t,” he murmured against her mouth.

“I know,” Hazel murmured back, but let her tongue
rove over his again.

Since high school she hadn’t been this turned on by
mouths meeting in the dark. Kissing Brice somehow felt
forbidden.

God, she loved the way it made her flush with the
thought. Her back melded into the door, and she thought it would
only be fitting if they fell through it onto the floor. She
wouldn’t stop what would happen next, nor could she encourage it.
She didn’t know him. Not the intimate details of what made him who
he was. She would have stepped back if she weren’t already pinned
to the door.

“Brice,” his name was uttered as a moan.

He nipped at the corner of her mouth. “Yes, I
know.”

He took the kiss deeper before stepping back. His
lids were low from arousal. “This feels like high school.”

Hazel chuckled, since that’s what she’d been
thinking. “You walked me home, had heavy petting.” She sighed and
it bordered on another moan. “If I feel the need to decorate I’ll
come by and see you tomorrow?”

The smile started slowly. “Since Tony is like the
clap and I can’t seem to get rid of him, we’ll at least have
supervision.”

“Okay.” She didn’t want to go inside by herself, but
it was for the best. “Night.”

She stumbled through the door and leaned against it.
If he kept making her feel like this, supervision would be
damned.

*****

“You got in late last night.” Tony pried the plank
from the porch with a crowbar.

“I had to take Hazel to the G ward on the mainland
after meeting you guys.”

“She seemed to handle it pretty well.” Tony tossed
the plank onto the growing pile to their left. He bent down to the
next one. Brice laid down the new wood in its place.

“You know Maria is going to talk to Mom about
her.”

The wood beneath was oak, and they didn’t have to
replace the beams because of it. “I’m sure she will.”

Tony tossed the next plank and Brice moved into his
place. “She seems really nice.”

Brice didn’t reply at first, but sealed two new
pieces of wood together. “Yup. She is.”

“So when are you going to tell Hazel you just want
her to design the house?”

This conversation had been boiling since Hazel had
told Tony of her occupation. Brice concentrated on nailing down the
next plank. “It’s complicated,” he finally answered.

“Especially if you plan to fuck her and during the
afterglow ask her to do you a favor.” Tony continued down the
porch, but unleashed anger leaked into his words.

Brice held a nail between his teeth. The words hit
their intended target and he could have been able to break it in
half. “It’s complicated.”

“I think you should tell her now.” Tony threw the
last old plank and reached for a new one to replace it.

“I think you should mind your own business. I sure as
shit didn’t ask you to come out here to help me nor to give me
brotherly advice.”

“Pops asked me to.”

And that really meant Pops told Tony to come help.
The main reason Brice hadn’t gone into the family business—it kept
him out of his parents’ reach. Somehow he’d avoided the iron fist
longer than the rest of his siblings. It probably had everything to
do with being the youngest. By the time he came along, their
parental reserves were tapped. Well, it was a working theory.

Tony turned and started to mix the varnish.
“Brice.”

“Tony, let it drop.”

“I can tell she really likes you. Hell, she didn’t
run by the time Lisa made it to lunch. I haven’t had a date stick
around that long, myself.”

“Let it drop,” Brice said slowly, barely holding on
to his temper.

“You have to tell her.” Tony handed him a brush.
“Plus, I don’t think it’ll be a good idea right now to ask her to
design the house.”

Brice stopped and looked up at his brother.
“What?”

“I saw a magazine the other day with her name on it.
It talked about how she was washed up. I don’t find it a
coincidence that she’s here on vacation after that article
hit.”

Brice knelt down and started to brush on the varnish
at the farthest corner of the porch. His conscience had begun to
sing the same tune last night. Things with Hazel were
becoming…different. He hadn’t expected the force of their
attraction and it was steadily muddling the line.

As usual something, this time his ambition, would
mess up what they had. Emotions washed over him, leaving him—he
rolled his shoulders. Brice didn’t want to ruin it just yet. That
bothered him more than the deception of what he needed her to
do.

“You know what Mom would say to this.”

Brice kept his hand steady, though he wanted to throw
the brush at his brother’s face. “Are you going to tell her?”

“I’m not a snitch.”

“After the stunt you pulled yesterday, I find that
hard to believe.”

“Brice—”

“Just fucking drop it, Tony.”

They finished the porch in silence, but his
conscience kept singing the same damn tune.

*****

Hazel’s heart snaked up her throat at the knock on
the door. She wanted it to be Brice, but she wasn’t ready to see
him. Not in her momentary home. She smoothed her hair, took a deep
breath, and answered the door.

“Here from Everything You Need and you have a
need.” The woman’s golden eyes didn’t hold an emotion.

Honestly she looked bored. Hazel wanted to ask the
woman if the company paid her well. There was nothing worse than to
expose clients to a disgruntled employee. No, Hazel wasn’t a paying
customer, but she was sure the other shoe would drop once the month
ran out.

“Well, I haven’t called anyone,” Hazel said.

The woman sighed and rolled her eyes. “It doesn’t
work like that.” She then leaned down and brought a painting out of
nowhere. “Compliments of the company.”

Hazel made a small sound of pleasure and took the
painting out of the woman’s hands. It wasn’t a seascape nor was it
a reprint of a Monet or a Picasso. It was exactly what she’d had in
mind for putting above the bed.

You know, if she planned to move it. Now, with the
painting in her hands, Hazel’s mind started to race on how she’d
rearrange the furniture. This painting and the bed would be the
centerpieces of the room. Her fingers actually itched.

“Thank…” She glanced up and the woman had already
gone. She placed the large painting by the door and walked out,
looking both ways. Nothing but the breeze coming off the ocean. Her
mind wasn’t playing tricks on her because she still smelled the
musky scent of the employee’s perfume. It hung in the air like a
reminder.

Hazel whistled. “Strange,” but then her eyes went
back to the painting.

She rubbed her hands together, forgetting the moment.
Later, she’d spend time with Brice. It’d been so long since this
buzz of excitement to decorate had hit. It only border-lined
designing. She was just working with what she already had. Taking
the painting into the room, she smiled. Yes, Brice could actually
wait.

*****

Hours later, Hazel skipped out of the room into the
kitchen. She hummed while pulling out the package of chocolate chip
cookies she’d found the night before in the refrigerator.

And then the thought hit, the one she’d been trying
to suppress. That damn magazine article. Those last three designs
would haunt her until she died or designed…She shook her head,
dispelling the wish. Rearranging furniture wasn’t high scale.

Hell, it wasn’t even original. The little buzz
started to wane. A painting over a bed was High School Decorating
101. Not six-figure, designed-to-a-T work.

She bit hard into the cookie. The article had been
right this whole time. She was washed up. She was never going back
to work. Laura had known it the moment she gave Hazel the option of
an extended vacation.

Extended meant fired gracefully, don’t show your face
again, go get a new career and save us all from your designs. Hazel
might as well start getting used to saying, “Do you want fries with
that?”

Panic rose in her throat, but in her head Hazel knew
the situation wasn’t that bad. But her heart, which had dictated
each design, had kept her going through her last semester in
college despite the grief and heartache—wasn’t in it anymore. The
burn in her chest that told of desire, drive, and passion to do the
work had lessened. God, how long since she had felt the need to
design?

The thought of the last semester in college reared
its head again. She took a bigger bite out of the cookie to keep
the memories at bay. I’m not going to do this now.

She wiped her clammy hands on her jeans and dug in
for another cookie. Someone knocked at the door and Hazel ran for
it, knowing those cookies wouldn’t keep her mind off the road it
wanted to go down.

Hazel half expected the woman to be at the door with
Kleenex and a handy shoulder. Instead, Brice held a bottle of wine
and a huge Styrofoam box.

Uncertainty filled his gaze. “You didn’t come
by.”

The setting sun threw rays from behind his back. It
wasn’t the Everything You Need employee, but she’d take any
distraction. “I got caught up.”

He wasn’t looking at her anymore, but frowning beyond
her shoulder. “Did you design this house?”

“No.” She laughed. “From your expression I can tell
you’re not impressed.”

He blanked his face. “Sorry.”

Since she didn’t want to talk right now about how
they might have done a better job than she could have, Hazel waved
him inside. She sniffed the air around him, smelling the food, not
him. Smelling him might lead to other things. Things they had no
business doing, but goodness, would it feel great.

“Where’d you find a Mexican restaurant?”

He put his fingers up to his lips. “Don’t say that
too loud, my family might hear you. Mother Virgin Mary if I eat
anything other than Italian.”

Hazel laughed. She needed that. “Promise I won’t
tell. I’m surprised your brother let you out of his sight.”

“Barely. I had to tranquilize him before I could make
my escape.”

She passed him and pulled out dishes for the food.
“What really brought you here?”

She turned back to him when there was only silence.
He leaned against the counter, his face somber. Hazel tried to keep
her smile in place, but dread pooled in her stomach.

“It can’t be that bad.”

He let out a breath. “I have a business proposition
for you.”

Yup, dread was the right emotion to pool in her
stomach. Sex or designing was the only thing he could want from
her. Since he wasn’t attempting to get her naked that only left the
latter option. “No. I’m done with that.”

He pointed to her bedroom. The door was open and he
had a direct view inside. “You did that, and given the choice of
furniture I’m sure you’ve made that room better. The furniture in
here blocks out the light and makes the room look smaller than it
is.”

“How do you know? You don’t design.” Her tone was
defensive and she couldn’t help it. He was pushing the one button
she didn’t need pushed.

“I’ve been around enough designers to know who’s good
and who isn’t. I saw you in a magazine.”

“You shouldn’t believe everything you read in
those.”

“Neither should you.” He leveled her with a glare of
his own.

The dread knotted into something else. She leaned
against the counter more to hold herself up than trying to mimic
his stance. “You read it?”

“I want you to design my house. This can be your
comeback design.”

“I haven’t gone anywhere.”

“The competition is cutthroat. If you’re gone for two
weeks the person who was holding the knife behind your back is
ready to take your place.”

Hazel remembered the glint in Laura’s eye after the
extended vacation comment. She started to shake her head. “You
don’t want me to design your house. Hell, you have prime location
right on the beach. You could have sold it as a fixer-upper if all
you needed was money.”

Something passed over his face. “It’ll be a great
opportunity for you—”

She broke the eye contact first. “What did you bring
for dinner? I’d hate for it to go cold.”

His warm hand covered hers. “Hazel?”

“I love chile verde tacos covered.”

Brice sighed. “I have some tacos, beans and
rice.”

“Sounds delicious.” She saw he was about to start up
again.

Hazel held up her hand. The bedroom was in her
peripheral vision, catching all the light, looking better, like it
had tons more space. But she wasn’t ready. The burn in her chest
wasn’t there to design. “I’ll tell your sister you ate something
other than Americanized spaghetti.”

Brice smiled at her. “Truce.”

Hazel nodded. “I don’t mind talking shop. I just
don’t want to do it. I’m on vacation.”

“Vacation and that’s it?”

She placed a taco on her plate. “In junior high I
found I had a knack for decorating. It changed into designing once
I took an art class in high school.”

He gave her a deadpan spare. “My father told me to be
constructive.”

Hazel laughed and the tension seemed to leave the
room. She leaned against the counter again, this time mimicking his
movements. “Tell me more.”


CHAPTER 6

 


Brice stood on his new porch and watched the ocean
ebb and flow. He had taken a chance last night when he went to
Hazel’s house. He rolled his shoulders at the uncomfortable weight
of not confessing the truth. The idea for her to design his house
was strictly for his benefit. Yes, he saw how it could help Hazel,
but his motives were still selfish as hell.

Something moved in the corner of his vision. Hazel
was striding up the beach in the distance. Her stride had a rhythm
now. The spandex material hugged her thighs and hips and, even with
the light jacket she wore, he could see her breasts rise up and
down. He swallowed. And that’s why I feel like a shit.

He wanted her in his bed. They’d talked last night
for a few hours, and her wit and intelligence had shone through the
topics they picked—politics, classic books, and men who felt the
need to not shave.

As she neared the porch he could see the smile
spreading over her face. His heart thumped in his chest, and he
stuffed his hands in his pockets to keep from touching her like
he’d wanted to last night.

Though they had talked about surface issues,
something had weighed on them. If he recalled rightly, she’d looked
downright desperate when she answered the door. There had been
something in her demeanor that spoke of her relief at seeing him,
or maybe just at seeing someone, anyone. Now, the closer Hazel came
to where he stood the more he could tell her smile didn’t quite
reach her eyes.

“Hey, I’m surprised to see you out here,” she
said.

“Taking a lunch break.” He stayed at the top of the
porch steps, not willing to meet her halfway even though the
downtrodden expression tugged at him.

She strode up the rest of the walkway. “Where’s
Tony?”

Her words were like a knife, twisting in the sore
spot his brother had left. “I’d rather not talk about him.”

The moment he’d walked into the house late last
night, Tony had started in on him again. Brice had ripped him a new
one in Italian and Tony had finally relented.

“Why?”

He frowned at her tone. Her hands were on her hips
now and the expression refused to lift. He knew what her problem
was, and damn, if he didn’t want to fix it. “Do you want to talk
about the magazine article?”

She pursed her lips. “Good point.” She sighed. “I’m
sorry. I’ve just been spoiling for a really good argument.”

“And I seemed like a good candidate to yell at?”
Brice used her own words from the first day they met. This time her
smile did reach her eyes. The tension bunching his muscles
eased.

“Two points for Brice.”

A beat of silence went by before he said, trying to
get the smile to her face again, “I know what you can do with all
that pent-up energy.”

She raised a brow. “With you it’s either sex or
work.”

“Ouch.” He placed a hand over his heart. “One point
for Hazel, but I like to think I’m a little more complicated than
that.”

She stepped closer to him. “What? Oh, I forgot—food
and wine.”

“Back to being argumentative, but I’ll give you
another point for being right.”

She squinted up at him and he could see the edges of
a smile. “Yeah, you’re right. You’re only one point ahead now.” She
glanced down for a moment then held up her finger. “It’s seems
being argumentative is the only way I can get you to say more than
two words.”

“I talk.”

“You mutter and grumble, unless you’re cooing sweet
nothings in my ear.”

He grabbed hold of her jacket and pulled him against
her. “I don’t coo, and since that was below the belt I deduct a
point.”

“You’re touching me. I’ll deduct a point, because
it’s not below the belt.” She placed her hands against his chest
and sighed. “You didn’t try to kiss me last night.”

“Can’t seem to stay on one topic, either.”

“Damn. Match and set.” She bit her lip, and then her
eyes lighted again. “Now you’re being argumentative.”

Brice shrugged. Her breasts were cushioned against
his chest. “It got you closer to me, so I could do this, which
makes us even, now.” He bent and kissed her.

He hadn’t kissed a woman this much since junior high.
It felt like a prelude to better stuff. Stuff that involved sweat
and nakedness. His nieces and nephews called it cup-caking. He was
starting to like cup-caking.

When Hazel pressed closer he lost his train of
thought. Brice buried his tongue in her warm mouth like he really
wanted to. What he really wanted was for her warmth to surround him
until they both came. He tried not to think about how he still
hadn’t coaxed her into smiling, really smile for him. He’d grown up
with enough women to know they needed to talk like they needed to
breathe.

He pulled back and asked, “Is that magazine article
why you’re on vacation?”

“You really know how to kill the mood.” She brought
his face back down and kissed him. He unzipped her jacket and
pulled back.

“I’ve seen your work. You’re not washed up.” This
time he leaned back down to her lips. His groin tightened when her
hands snaked under the tank top and onto bare skin.

She murmured, “Is your father the reason why you
don’t want to work for the family business?”

He brought his hands up to cup her breasts. “You’re
obsessed with my family. I’d think you didn’t have any of your
own.”

She stiffened, but didn’t step back. He opened his
eyes. Her fingers ran down his bare chest and an emotionless
expression had taken over her face again “We shouldn’t talk
personal matters while trying to have sex with each other.”

Hazel’s lips had yet to stretch into a smile, and
maybe she wasn’t like most women. Maybe she didn’t want to talk
about it like he didn’t want to talk about his family or his
troubles. Maybe, like him, she didn’t know when to ask for
help.

Brice didn’t know her, but from what he’d gleaned of
her life, she needed more than what he could offer. She needed
someone who would be there for her always. She needed family and
home. The same reasons he had left most of the women in his past.
He just wasn’t built to give a woman that. Brice knew, because he’d
tried and failed.

He brushed his thumbs over the beaded nipples
straining against the work out shirt. “What’s a safe subject?”

“We can talk about the weather. It’s nice today.”

He glanced at the sand then back down at Hazel. The
fist squeezing his heart tightened. What made that expression cross
her face? He wanted to be the one to take it away and make her
smile. Dangerous ground and he knew it, but he couldn’t stop
himself from walking on it.

“It’s always nice here.” She spoke again. “I’m
starting to think of moving onto this island. For good.”

“You’re treading close to why you’re on vacation,”
Brice pointed out.

She punched his arm lightly. “No, I’m not, and stop
bringing it up.”

“Hey, I work on the open-door doctrine. If you open
the door I can waltz in and talk about it.”

“But you don’t want to talk about your family?”

Brice glanced down at her. “I don’t open the
door.”

It spoke volumes that he would if it meant getting
her to smile at him again.

“Back to the impasse.”

“Right.” He glanced back down at the beach. The ocean
sparkling in the sunlight. He smiled. “Right.”

The muscles in his arm coiled as he lifted Hazel and
put her over his shoulder, taking off at a run.

“What the hell?” She screamed and then laughed. If
she’d been facing him, Brice knew her smile would be wide from
laughter. He kept going even when his bare feet splashed into the
water, until finally he slid her down his body so they were facing
each other. He’d been right. She was smiling.

“Better hold your breath,” he warned.

He plunged into the water with her hands gripping his
shirt. She fought and squirmed, while he pulled her closer and kept
his hold when they resurfaced.

She wiped the water from her face. “You’re insane.
Absolutely nutty. My hair is going to frizz up—”

He pushed her head under the water. When Hazel
resurfaced she tried to glare, but a smile pulled at her lips.

“You’re going to pay now, Creed.” Just as a wave
crashed against them she wrapped her legs behind his knees, caught
him off guard. They both went under the water, legs and bodies
tangling together. He set his feet into the sand and dragged her
back up to the surface.

“Maybe I should have asked if you could swim.” Brice
shook water from his hair.

Her hair band had disappeared in the water and curls
were plastered to her face. “I can swim. You’re hairy legs kept
tickling me.”

Brice laughed and shook his head. “Now you asked for
this one.”

She lunged away from him. “No, dear God! I think I’m
already going to taste seaweed for a week.”

He grabbed her jacket with one hand and pulled her to
him. “Truce?” he said, holding up his other hand as if to make a
promise.

She glared at him and then his hand. “Yeah.
Sure.”

The glint came then and her legs were back around his
knees. Feet buried in the sand Brice stood his ground. The warm
water did nothing to the erection and he saw when Hazel realized
the same.

“Is that a tool in your pocket?”

“Depends.” He bent his head down, until his lips were
brushing hers. “Do you need something…adjusted?”

“Yes,” she said, breathless. “Because I don’t think
you can have too much… adjusting.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck. He groaned when
her core brushed along his sex, but then her expression changed.
Not to the one he’d been hoping to never see again, but to one of
terror.

“Oh, crap.”

She dropped from him butt first into the water. He
turned to see Tony on the porch with his father. Brice cursed
vehemently and then thought, I’m going kill my brother. No state
will convict me. Brice sighed, then reached down and lifted
Hazel out.

“Come on. I need to see what they want.”

She slid her hand out of his grip. “I’m just going to
head home and change out of these wet clothes.” She glanced down at
her feet. “I lost my shoes at some point. I’m going to need a new
pair.”

Brice knew a maneuver when he heard one. “You don’t
want to meet my father? That’s fine.”

“No, that’s not it.”

Brice raised an eyebrow.

“Okay, that’s it. I mean, I was just wrapped all over
you and…” She let out a frustrated sigh.

He smiled at her, knowing what to say. “If I go over
there without you I’ll never hear the end of it. You don’t know the
type of memory my family has.” He clasped her fingers and started
to pull her to his house. “I still hear about the time I was seven
and broke my brother’s arm when we were playing on the roof.”

“You were playing on the roof?”

Brice shrugged, though he noticed nerves had replaced
the sadness in her gaze. “Thought we were Supermen. I helped tie
Tony to a rope and then I pushed him off the roof. He asked me to,
but I got blamed for coming up with the idea since I still wore the
cape.”

She laughed. “You wore a cape?”

“You keep asking me these questions like you can’t
believe—”

“I believe you. I just can’t believe you’ve lived to
tell the tale.”

Brice started up the walkway. His father’s arms were
crossed. Brice glared at Tony, the snitch. “My mother has a
fondness for me.”

He kept Hazel’s hand clasped in his as they faced
Tony and his father. “Pops, this is Hazel Garvey. She’s spending
her vacation here on Palmer’s Island.”

His father kept silent a moment, but gazed at their
clasped hands. A frown started to form on Pops’ face. To Brice’s
surprise the older man started to smile at Hazel.

“Welcome. Tony mentioned you wanted to call me The
Don.”

“I don’t even remember telling that bad joke. I swear
I don’t think you’re a part of the mob.”

“No, I would have better suits if I did. I own my own
construction company. Most of my children work for me.”

All but me, Brice silently added. He squeezed Hazel’s
hand. He wanted to let her go, but couldn’t find the will to. Her
hand, strong and capable in his, only made him want to squeeze it
again. He didn’t like this need bubbling inside of him to hold her
closer. He tried to subtly untangle their fingers, but she squeezed
his hand and he stopped.

“Sometimes you have to make your own way before
finding where you truly belong.” Hazel shrugged. “Sounds like
you’ve built a good foundation for all your children.” She squeezed
his hand again. “Now, I’d like to stay, but as you can see I’ve
taken an unexpected dip in the ocean and need to change.”

His father nodded. “Brice will bring you to our
dinner tomorrow. It’s Maria’s birthday.”

Brice frowned. Damn, he’d forgotten. “I’m sure Hazel
has prior engagements.”

Tony finally spoke up. “She’s on vacation, remember?
I think she can make the time.”

Her grip on his hand tightened. “Sure. I think I can
rearrange my plans.”

Maria’s party meant the house would be chock full of
relatives. Hell, he didn’t want to go. Hazel’s fingers slid across
his palm when she let his hand go.

“I’ll see you tomorrow?” she directed at him. Her
eyes seemed to ask if he would be okay. Without thinking he nodded
his head at both her questions, spoken and silent. “See you guys
then.”

The men stayed quiet until Hazel was out of earshot.
His father was the first to speak. “I hope you don’t plan to use
her like you did Carmen.”

“I didn’t use her.” Carmen had been his biggest fuck-
up to date, when it came to relationships.

Pops made a sound of disbelief. “You need to replace
the rest of the shingles if you plan on selling this house.”

And that meant the subject was closed. Brice didn’t
understand why his father would bring up Carmen just to let the
memory die again. But his father had hit the mark he’d been
intending to strike with speaking the name of Brice’s former
fiancée. He rolled his shoulders. “Yes, the rest of them do need
replacing. Did you bring your tools?”

His father pffted again as an answer. With a little
more force than necessary Brice brushed past Tony, who hadn’t
spoken during the whole interlude and who sure as hell wasn’t off
the hook. Once his father left Brice would deal with his brother.
He couldn’t wait.


Chapter 7

 


Getting dressed this time was a little harder. The
funeral dress, the red slutty one and the green one she’d worn the
other night. Hazel listened for a knock at the door, but none came.
She picked up the black dress, and slid it over her head. It would
have to do, because she sure as hell wasn’t going to wear the red
one to meet his family. How’d she got roped into going to Maria’s
birthday party, anyway? Oh, right, The Don had made an offer she
couldn’t refuse.

Hazel smoothed the material, though butterflies in
her stomach continued to bounce around. Before she could sit down,
someone knocked at the door, and she found Brice holding up a
bouquet of roses.

“Where did you find these on the island?” she
asked.

“My brother kindly brought them from the mainland for
me.”

Back to him, she heard the strain in his voice, the
tension making it taut like guitar strings. She started to open
cabinets, not ready to face him. What they’d shared earlier wasn’t
light, and she didn’t mean the kiss in the ocean. It was almost as
though he’d known she needed to laugh. Like he’d known she needed
the demons in her past to rest again.

She opened the cupboard under the sink and found a
vase. Hazel couldn’t be sure, but she didn’t think it had been
there the last time she looked. Her mouth held a frown when she
faced him.

“So, what’s the game plan? I’m sure we don’t want
them to think this is love and marriage, but at the same time I
don’t want to be rude. How do you handle these situations?”

She was surprised he could date at all, from the way
his family jumped on a possible wife. She would have run if her
knees hadn’t been weak.

Brice shifted his feet. “I don’t.” He sucked in a
breath. “The last time I brought someone home was a very, very long
time ago. I’m sorry you got caught up in my family stuff. It’s the
main reason why I avoid them when I can. They don’t understand the
word ‘No.’ Nor do they know what the hell boundaries are.”

It was going to be much like the night before. From
what she had gleaned he didn’t have a stable job, but he had enough
saved up to renovate the beach house. She didn’t see how he was the
loser they were trying to make him out to be. She also didn’t
understand why he didn’t appreciate the family he had. She sucked
in a breath at the road her brain was taking. “Well, I’m ready if
you are.”

He tilted his head at her. “I know my family may be a
little overbearing, but seriously, you don’t have to dress as if
you are going to a funeral.”

“I have nothing else presentable to wear.”

“You’re not meeting the queen of Italy. You can wear
jeans. Or Band-Aids. Anything but the funeral dress.”

“It’s that bad?” Hazel pulled at the slinky
material.

“Usually I would have lied and said you looked fine,
but I want you comfortable. Every Italian dish imaginable will be
on that table for you to eat. Wear what you would normally wear to
a buffet.”

“It cannot be that bad.” Brice crossed his arms in
reply. “Okay, I’ll change into some jeans and a shirt, but if
anyone mentions how I’m dressed…” She let the bluff hang in the air
and went back to her room to change. She would at least put on high
heels to dress up the plain red blouse.

He held her elbow as they walked across the sand to
his car. Tony sat in the back seat of the four-door truck. He
nodded at her but didn’t speak. The nosy side of Hazel wanted to
know what had transpired between the brothers to put this new layer
of tension between them. And, yes, a part of her craved a family,
but she didn’t get it—if they hated each other, why did Tony come
out every day to help Brice renovate the house?

Years of being an interior designer had taught her to
be prudent even when it killed her. She kept her mouth shut
throughout the hour-long drive. The men didn’t try to attempt
conversation, either. By the time they made it to the postage-
stamp-lawn type of neighborhood, Hazel needed whatever Italian wine
his parents might be serving at the dinner table.

Brice parked almost a block away, but she could still
hear the music and see the relatives overflowing from the front
yard.

He hadn’t been lying when he told her not to worry
about what to wear. Going by the people standing in the front yard,
it was like any other day of the year. Kids ran around, screeching.
Some already had grass stains on their clothes. Despite the piece
of lead sitting in her stomach, Hazel found herself smiling at the
scene.

Brice reached for her hand and, like yesterday, Hazel
squeezed it. More for herself than for him. When they got close
enough, people started to clap his back and say, “Hey, haven’t seen
you in a while,” in various ways. His hand tightened on hers and it
told her more about him than she thought she should have wanted to
know.

At the bare minimum she wanted Brice in her bed. She
could have said no to the offer that couldn’t be refused, but she
hadn’t. If honest with herself, Hazel would have admitted to being
a little curious about Brice.

He was a mystery to her. It could easily be his
adventurous outlook on life, but she suspected more lay underneath
the façade. Most of all she wanted to know why a man would turn
down the opportunity to work in a successful family business.

Hazel didn’t get time to ponder it, because Brice
dragged her into the house. More patting commenced and something in
Hazel’s ear popped at the increase in noise. Oh, this was why he
avoided family events. One could easily go deaf and suffer spinal
cord damage by the age of thirty in this atmosphere.

Brice bent down and whispered, “Scared yet?”

She swallowed and met his gaze. Their lips brushed on
accident. A tingle started at the base of her neck and spread
downward.

“Um…” She cleared her throat. “Shell-shocked is a
better word.”

He kept right on invading her personal space. Seeing
a few members had kissed him, PDA wasn’t frowned upon in this
family.

Her discomfort stemmed from the tingle that had
turned into pleasurable pinpricks, raising the hairs along her
arms. She wanted to lean forward and kiss him.

Instead of kissing her, he said, “There’s wine in the
kitchen.”

Fear finally settled in her chest, making her
heartbeat race. “Is that your subtle way of saying, ‘Let’s say hi
to my mom’?”

“No, it’s my way of getting you liquored up. I can
see your panic miles away. I’m sure my family can, too. It’s the
only reason they haven’t bombarded you with questions.” He glanced
around the room. “Or my sisters have spread the news not to scare
you away.”

She blanked her face. “Lead the way.”

He didn’t have to. The scent of garlic tinged the air
and when the tang of spices hit, Hazel’s mouth began to water. The
sound of dishes clanging muted the chaos in the living room and the
front yard. They stepped into view of the kitchen and Hazel knew
she wanted to live in this room. Laughter took over the sound of
cooking.

The dull ache growing in her chest took root. No
matter how many designs she created, the people made it work, made
it worth it to keep going. The people were what turned her designs
into homes.

She sucked in a silent breath, taking in the smell of
freshly chopped onions. She closed her eyes and opened them again
to focus on the people in this room, not the people in her old life
who still haunted her.

Every woman there had long chestnut hair. Some had
curls and others had bone-straight hair that reached past their
shoulders. All of them were stunning.

“Wow. You’re family has great genes. I thought it was
only your siblings.”

He leaned down to whisper in her ear again. She
shivered when he began to talk. “Don’t say it too loud. They don’t
need their egos fed.”

A loud screech came from the stove area. Everyone in
the room turned. Hazel stepped out of the way. She suspected a
stampede, but a woman who might have barely reached Brice’s chin
came was the only one to move forward.

“You came. Your father was so dour when he came home
last night, I’d thought you’d said no. You know he thinks I’m so
fragile.” She took Brice’s face in her hands. “You’re just as
handsome as I remembered.”

“You saw me last week.” He smiled at the woman.

“Your brother and sisters come by every day. Wanting
this, needing that.” She sighed but laid a kiss on his cheek. “It’s
like they are toddlers again.” She patted the same spot she kissed
and finally let him go.

A smile blossomed on her face when she turned to
Hazel. “You must be the Hazel I’m hearing about. I kept thinking
they were talking about an eye color. She’s so beautiful, so
unique, yada, yada—that’s all I hear about this Hazel. Tony is half
in love with you already.” She put her hand out. “Brice had better
watch it.”

Hazel took the surprisingly strong hand in hers and
let Brice’s mother pull her closer in a hug that smelled of flour
and basil.

Hazel took a deep breath and had to bite her lip to
keep the tears at bay. No way in hell could she have stayed away
from this type of mother. Family be damned. The hug lasted way too
short a time for her liking, but she had to let go, finally.

“I’m Alessandra, but you can call me Alessandra.”

Hazel laughed. “Is there anything I can do?”

“Yes, have some wine. I’m sure Brice won’t object.”
Alessandra raised her brows at her son.

“I’ll leave you with the women folk. I’m sure by the
time they’re done they will have your Social Security number and,
if you don’t hold tight to your glass of wine, your
fingerprints.”

Brice kissed the top of her forehead and made his way
back out into the mayhem in the living room. Hazel held tight to
her glass and took a liberal sip from it. “Not bad.”

Alessandra smiled at her. “Nothing but the best in
this family. You’ll learn quickly. Now sit and enjoy.”

Hazel did as she was asked, keeping her glass of wine
in sight the whole time.

*****

Brice didn’t breath easily again until they sat down
at the big table. Most of his relatives had left after pinning
money to Maria, and only the immediate family was left for the
second dinner.

Hazel leaned against him. What he had expected to be
a few hours’ venture with his family had turned into an all-day
event. Being grilled most of it left him bone tired. No telling
what wringer they had put Hazel through, so he reached for her hand
under the table, and with the other reached for his glass of water.
He wished it was wine, but he had no intentions of being stuck on
the mainland for even one night.

“Hazel,” his father began, “Hazel, I’m not sure if
you know this, but my son here has neglected to bring any girl home
for a long time.”

“It’s a little intimidating to meet all of you,
especially during dinner. I’m wondering if I have basil stuck in my
teeth.”

His father nodded. “Good point. You seem like a very
nice girl. Someone my son wouldn’t normally be interested in.” His
big fist covered the stem of a glass of wine and he turned his gaze
to Brice. “I saw Carmen the other day.”

Brice let go of her hand in fear he’d crush it. The
sound of utensils scraping against plates quieted. Brice didn’t
take his eyes off his father. He knew what Pops was doing,
reminding him of past mistakes, but why?

“How is she doing?” He kept his tone even.

“She’s finally got her life together again. She asked
about you.”

“Don’t, Joseph.” The steel in his mother’s voice
would normally have stopped whatever silent argument lay between
the two men. But even the air felt different as his father shook
his head and Brice knew this time it would be different.

“Good to hear she’s doing well.”

“I mentioned you still hadn’t joined the family
business.”

“I’m starting my own. I hope you mentioned that,
too.”

Pops nodded. “I did. She laughed and said, ‘sounds
like the same ol’ Brice.’ I think you should check on her since she
is a longtime family friend. Don’t forget, son.”

His teeth hurt from clenching his jaw so hard.
“Thanks for the info, Father.”

He took a slow breath and beat back the anger as he
faced Hazel, not looking at anyone else in the family. Confusion
and concern filled her eyes, but she smiled at him in
understanding.

“It’s been great, you guys,” she said. “But I have to
get up early tomorrow.”

She gave Brice a look that made the phantom fist
squeeze tight around his heart. Hazel was doing for him what he’d
done for her earlier, saving him. He wanted to kiss her. Plain and
simple.

He stood. “If you’ll excuse us.”

“Joseph,” his mother said and started to condemn his
father in Italian. Words he’d gotten punishment for saying when
he’d been a boy. She stood also and threw her napkin on the table.
She added one final blow by calling him something unrepeatable even
in impolite society.

She huffed out a breath and then smiled sweetly at
Brice and Hazel. “I’ll walk you out.”

Hazel made it to the door first and was out before he
could catch up. He ran a hand over his face, knowing any chance he
had of getting her to design his house—hell, to sleep with him—was
gone.

This was the main reason he didn’t bring anyone home.
His jaw clenched again. It was one of the reasons. Carmen and the
history with her was the other. Living proof, as some people would
say, of why he should never fall in love again, much less want to
marry anyone.

His mother laid a hand on his arm. “I’m so sorry.
Your father was trying to protect her. He thinks you still refusing
to be in the family business is proof you’re not ready.”

“She’s a friend, Mom.”

She placed a warm hand against his cheek like she’d
done earlier. “You want her to be more.” She narrowed her eyes when
he started to protest. “You were trying to protect her, too. You
never did that with Carmen.”

Brice moved from his mother’s touch. “I’ll call you
later this week.”

She sighed. “Know we both love you.”

Brice didn’t reply, because not for the first time in
his life he wondered if Pops knew what the word truly meant. He
stepped out into the night and took the first deep breath he’d had
since walking over the threshold.

Hazel leaned against the car door. Her arms wrapped
around her waist as if she felt cold. He went to her, but didn’t
speak nor comfort her like he wanted to, because that would make
his mother right. Make his father right. Any woman he cared for he
ended up hurt. He didn’t want to hurt Hazel and that made her more
dangerous than any woman he’d ever dated.


Chapter 8

 


On the way back to the island Hazel wanted to ask a
million questions about this Carmen. All conversation had stopped
once the woman’s name slash through the air. Hazel also wanted to
ask because if he told her then maybe the chasm between them would
close.

She could no longer lie and say she didn’t know
Brice. She knew grief, that deep searing pain that only dulled with
time. She knew loneliness. Even though Brice came from a huge
family he had the war scars of being alone. She also knew what it
felt like to disappoint your parents. Because Hazel knew those
things she knew Brice in an intimate way. It gave them an
intangible connection she wasn’t ready to have severed yet. And
because the pain and anger was radiating from him, Hazel knew she
had to ask.

“Who is Carmen?”

For a moment Hazel didn’t think he’d answer her, but
he finally spoke. “My ex-fiancée.”

She couldn’t tell from the way he said it who had
broken the engagement off. With trepidation she asked, “What
happened?”

His hands tightened on the steering wheel. “I ended
the engagement. She wasn’t expecting that. It’s an understatement
to say she didn’t take it well.” He paused. “We grew up
together.”

“Ouch.”

He parked behind her cabin. “Exactly. So what my
father was trying to tell you is that I’m no good for you and you
should run while you can.”

“There’s nothing to run from. I’m on vacation. We’ll
probably never see each other again, anyway.” She spouted the lies.
There was plenty to run from. This, whatever, it was that she
couldn’t name. She could barely contain it.

“I’m full of wine and lust. You shouldn’t let that
opportunity pass.” Yes, she felt lust, but there was something
else. Something she wasn’t ready to claim yet.

He let go of the steering wheel. Voice soft and low,
he said, “Hazel, I’ll hurt you.”

Deep down, she knew he probably would. “Like I said,
I’m full of wine and lust. There’s nothing to hurt.”

She started to believe the lies and leaned toward to
him. Brice hesitated and then brought his lips to hers. He laid his
palms on her face and dragged her closer. She sighed and delved her
tongue into his mouth. He tasted of the spices from the antipasto.
His taste, the kiss, overwhelmed her with a need that took her
breath away.

She sucked a breath in when he sat back, his lids
heavy from desire. “Let me walk you to the door,” he said.

The bubble of lust burst at his response. “Okay.”

Hazel kicked off her shoes and slid down to the sand.
The grains, still warm from the day, clung to the bottoms of her
feet. She couldn’t muster up enough frustration. He’d had a trying
day. His mind was probably full of the past like her mind had been
the day before. She wanted Brice on a physical level, but she
wanted more to forget the ghosts.

She pulled her keys out and unlocked the door, aware
of his nearness. The heat of his body warmed her back. He pressed
closer and she felt the rigid length of his penis. She noticed the
change in the air before he spoke.

“I shouldn’t be doing this,” he said, starting to
trail wet tongue kisses down her neck.

Her hand gripped the doorknob. “We both need it.”

And wasn’t that what they’d been doing for each other
for the past two weeks? Okay, her brain was muddled by lust and
longing. She was reasoning to herself like a horny teenager, but
then Brice spoke again. “Define need.”

His teeth sank into the sensitive flesh between her
neck and collarbone. Her eyes might have closed, because she
couldn’t see anymore—but her brain could barely wrap around what he
was doing with his mouth to be sure. His hands grazed the sides of
her breasts before he took them fully in his hands and massaged
them.

“We should go inside,” Hazel choked out.

She fumbled around for the door handle and they
lurched inside. Brice steadied them, but his tongue continued to
lavish the skin along her neck.

“You don’t even know me.” He lifted her shirt and
placed his hands on her bare stomach. The calluses created a
pleasurable contrast when they caressed her abdomen. He took off
the shirt and started to massage her already sensitive breasts.

Her vision had dimmed again. He was stilling talking
like he wanted to leave. Her brain latched onto a question to keep
from tackling him to the floor. “What’s your favorite color?”

His hands traveled back down, and she almost
whimpered, thinking he was going to stop touching her. He
unbuttoned her jeans and began to use his teeth.

“Red,” he finally answered.

The color of her bra. “See, I know you’re funny.”

Though she couldn’t bring herself to laugh. The air
in her lungs had become nonexistent. He unclasped her bra, brushing
his palms over her nipples in the process.

“Um, uh, favorite sport?”

“Soccer. Still, you don’t know me.”

He’d worked his way back up to her ear and bit her.
She moaned and her mind blanked for a moment. “We’re on a
first-name basis—that has to count for something.”

His hand moved to the zipper of her jeans and undid
it. “Yes, red is my very favorite color.”

She sighed when his fingers dipped into her panties.
“Can you speak Italian? I took a few courses in college.”

He parted the folds of her sex. He groaned and
pressed against her from behind. “Bagnato.”

Her skin flushed with heat when the meaning hit her.
“I am, aren’t I?”

“Very.” His tongue curved over her lobe. “And
Americans kept the good words pretty much the same.” He flicked his
finger over her very wet clitoris.

Hazel pressed her legs together as her knees
weakened. “Okay, you can’t keep doing that if all you’re going to
do is leave.”

He sighed. “You’re right. I should stop.” He
continued to please her with his fingers until she was rocking
against his hand.

“Very bagnato now.” His voice sounded
hoarse.

She would collapse on the floor if he kept this up.
She moved his hand and turned to him. “How about you give me a
refresher course in Italian.”

Though she could see his arousal stiff against his
pants, Brice hesitated. She took his other hand and placed it over
her breasts. “What’s this?”

His eyes darkened and she knew he wasn’t going to
leave. Her heart thudded under his palm. No she hadn’t been
lying—they both needed this.

“Well,” he lightly pinched her nipple. “This is an
ugello.”

She placed her hands on his face and brought his
mouth down to hers. He started to walk, moving her backwards. For
the first time in her life she followed a man’s lead willingly.
Once her brain cleared, later, she’d worry about the implications.
Her hormones were running the show tonight.

Finally they fell onto the bed, a tangle of limbs,
but his mouth stayed on hers. The kisses were no longer banking the
need growing inside her. Yes, her hormones could run the show.

He lifted her leg and murmured, “Piedino.”

She lifted his shirt over his head, feasting her eyes
on the muscled chest. “Bello.”

He chuckled. “My chest is not beautiful.”

“You’re not seeing my view.” She began to unzip his
pants. He helped her by kicking them off. She cupped him in her
hands. He was warm there, too. “Very bello,” she
murmured.

“Coscia.” He gripped her thighs, pulling her
closer until their sex brushed. He placed a kiss on her navel.
“Ombelico…”

He acquainted himself with her body by using his
tongue and teeth and words her brain couldn’t translate anymore. He
reached her mouth finally and said, “Labbra.”

“No, that’s lower,” she sighed.

He chuckled then kissed her. The kiss deepened and
changed the playful mood between them. She wrapped her legs around
him until he was a breath away from being inside her. She raised
her hips and moaned, but he didn’t enter her. Her thighs tightened
around him and still Brice continued to claim her mouth as his.

He pulled back long enough to say, “You still taste
like wine.”

Hazel’s head spun as if intoxicated. The moment felt
hazy from the effect of their foreplay and him being so close, so
damn close to being inside her. She bit his lip and he groaned. She
rocked her pelvis and he groaned again.

He pulled away, left her cold. He rummaged on the
floor, in his jeans. “The one time I might actually thank my
brother.” He sheathed himself with a condom.

She couldn’t laugh, not with the weight of want
coursing through her. “Brice, it’s time.”

He didn’t take her slowly, but thrust in deep and
hard. “Cara.”

His body was already slicked with sweat. A knot
formed in her stomach and she held onto him. This is right, she
thought. He could always take the lead as long as he made her feel
like this. The certainty of that fact scared and exhilarated her.
It brought her closer and faster to a climax. His thrusts reached
deeper. Just hold on.

“Cara,” he repeated. “Monte bella.”

Her heart ached in her chest at his words.
Endearments. She had needed this more than he had. A connection. It
had been years since she’d let someone in this close. Since she had
needed someone this close. Her breath stopped for a moment at the
realization.

“It’s okay, Cara, I’ll meet you there.”

He reached down between them and pressed his thumb
against her clitoris. She moaned and tried to fight it, still not
ready. Ready for what she couldn’t be sure, but Hazel knew if she
let go this one last intangible wall there would be nothing to turn
from. The knot in her stomach tightened and she shook her head.

“Cara, it’s okay.”

He moved his thumb in slow, hard circles. A heat
spread over her body. He applied more pressure. She closed her
eyes, knowing she couldn’t stop the inevitable now. His movements
had quickened. She clenched around him, fighting for air, her
sanity.

“Cara, you’re so bagnato. Muy bagnato.”
He brushed his lips against her ear and whispered, “Come for me,
Cara. I want to come with you.” He murmured this time, “Monte
bella.”

She gripped her hands in his hair and came on his
command. Another first, but Hazel didn’t care. Not in this moment
when everything was hazy and had a glow, but still had such
clarity. Before they had even made it to the bed, she had been
falling in love with Brice. He was going to hurt her and there was
nothing she could do about it. The next orgasm hit her and she
didn’t care.


Chapter 9

 


Hazel woke with sore limbs and a heavy heart. The
night before she’d practically pushed Brice out of the bed before
he could doze off. If he’d stayed, he would have insisted on
cuddling. Even though ninety-eight percent of men hated doing it.
It was exactly what she wanted him to do, and he was doing
everything she needed him to do.

And cuddling only led to wanting things you could
never have. It would have felt too normal, too right to curl into
him and slumber in his arms. Two weeks ran on the clock for the
duration of her vacation and the time she had to create “new and
fresh ideas.” Ugh. She had started to hate those words. She wanted
her mind blank this morning, without emotions brewing underneath
the surface. She’d had great sex; she should be skipping
around.

Hazel tried to turn her mind off as she rolled out of
bed and stomped to the kitchen to brew coffee. She frowned after
opening the cabinet where the coffee had been the morning before.
Maybe she had moved it. She opened three of the other cabinets
above the coffeemaker. Nothing.

Someone knocked at the door. Without opening it, she
knew who’d be there. She closed her robe and went to the door. The
woman had the same bored expression.

“You need coffee and some girly-like
conversation.”

“And the company sent you?” Hazel should have been
asking how they knew. Not once had she spoken since the night
before, so audio bugs and video cameras detailing her every need
were out. But…no, it couldn’t be.

“Take me or leave me.” The woman held up a steaming
cup of heaven.

Hazel considered it for a moment, but then the smell
of freshly ground coffee beans hit her. “Ok, but what’s your
name?”

“I tend to go by Angie.”

“Hi, Angie. You’re rude, but I think you’ll have to
do for this morning.”

Angie smiled. “Thank you. I try. In my line of work
everyone expects you to be chipper and happy. I like being the
outcast. It does get me in trouble from time to time, but since I’m
effective…” She shrugged and didn’t wait for an invitation to sit
before plopping down onto the loveseat.

Hazel took a sip of coffee for fortitude. “Hmm,
incredible. I really like your company’s accommodations.”

“We provide what you need. Now I don’t have a lot of
time, so I’ll cut to the chase. Go see his house.”

Panic made her heart stutter. “I really don’t think
that’s a good idea.”

“I’m here to give you what you need and you need to
go to his house.”

Hazel pursed her lips. “How do you know what I need,
outside of food?”

Angie rolled her golden eyes. “We’re exceptional at
what we do, so trust me.” She huffed out a frustrated breath.
“Since I’m still here, I’m guessing you need more. You women like
to talk?”

Since Hazel hadn’t allowed anyone close to her in
years and years, she settled into the couch. “Yes, I do, but I
don’t think you’re the right person.”

“I’m the only person. My hearing is fine. I promise
to be patient.” Hazel snorted. “No, seriously, it’s what you need,
right? An open ear. I’m all ears. It’ll be less painful if you get
started now, before…” Angie shook her head and leaned forward.
“Seriously, I’m listening.”

Hazel took another sip of the coffee, feeling better
with each intake of caffeine. “Ok, there is this man and he’s not
my usual type, but I’m very attracted to him.”

“If the hickey on your neck is any indication of how
much you like him…”

Hazel placed a hand over the spot on her neck where
Brice had bitten her. She cleared her throat. “Well, now I’m not
sure how involved I should get with him. He’s…a mystery.”

“From my understanding, all men are, and then they
think of you in the same way. I just don’t get it, but I’m not here
to say that. Go to his house and work it out. I’m sure he won’t
mind seeing you again.” Angie pointed to her neck. “I’m sure he’ll
be downright ecstatic to see you again.”

“Yes, I’m sure he would, but…” Hazel shrugged. “It’s
complicated.”

“He’s probably going to hurt you. It’s my
understanding most men do, and then they make up for it for a few
years. For all I know, you just might be hurting him by not going
to see his house this morning. You don’t want to hurt him, do
you?”

No, she didn’t. At the moment, she didn’t think she
could. He’d called her Cara—that wasn’t love, but he made her
laugh. Had seemed almost to need to make her laugh the day
before.

“I don’t know,” Hazel finally said.

“Go to his house. Seriously. I don’t think you want
to talk to me again, but take my advice. I hear it’s on pretty good
authority.” Angie glanced toward the kitchen. “Plus, by the time
you get back I can restock your coffee.”

Hazel straightened. “How did you know I needed
coffee?”

Angie finally smiled. “Everything in the house has a
sensor.” She laughed. “Isn’t that what most hotels have?”

It was, but for some reason Angie’s answer didn’t
jibe. “I guess.” She sighed. “Well, you can go now. I’m going to
Brice’s house.”

Angie glanced up at the ceiling. “Yes, that’s all you
need. Catch you later.”

Hazel frowned at Angie’s retreating back. She was
going to double check for cameras. Maybe even check for those
“sensors” Angie had told her about, but first she was going to go
see Brice. The need to see him had won over the need to not poke
the bear of what had happened the night before. It was sex between
two consenting adults. It shouldn’t change a thing between
them.

Yeah, and Hazel was sure someone would be willing to
sell her a bridge.

*****

Aerosmith greeted her on the walkway. They were
dreaming on if the miniature stereo blasting the lyrics was to be
believed. She halted at the sight of Tony with a hammer in his
hand, shaking his butt around the empty living room. She knocked on
the frame.

“Am I interrupting?” she said loud enough to be heard
over the stereo.

He cursed, the hammer dropped from his hand onto his
foot, and he cursed louder. Concern forced her to cross the
distance in lightning speed.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” Steve Tyler
screamed an octave higher, drowning out her words, as Tony plopped
on his butt and took off his bent steel-toed boots. Hazel left his
side to turn down the radio. By the time she stood to his left,
he’d taken off his sock and was wiggling his toes. Pain no longer
etched lines in his forehead.

Hazel cleared her throat. “Um, I’m guessing you were
in the groove of renovating.”

“No, more like having a disco fever moment. I should
have realized those were the drugs years. People could do those
moves and not feel a thing.”

“What happened to the music…” Brice turned the corner
and stopped. The drill hung limp in his hand.

She held her breath, waiting for his reaction. No,
they hadn’t made promises to each other last night. She didn’t know
the rules of this game. She’d never had a mindless affair. Her
breath eased out when a smile spread across his face.

“Hazel.”

Maybe her own emotions were clouding her judgment,
but he said her name with affection.

“I was just stopping by.” She cleared her throat
again. “I realized I’d never seen the inside of the house.”

“I can take you on a very short tour if you
like.”

“No, I don’t need to go to the E.R.,” Tony
interrupted the moment. “Thanks for asking.”

“Oh.” She broke the contact with Brice. She inspected
Tony’s foot. It had already started to bruise, but since he’d been
wiggling his toes without screaming, she guessed that meant he
would indeed survive. “Well, no more disco fever for you. Leave it
to the pros like Travolta.”

“Don’t flirt with him. It only encourages him.”

Tony said, “He had a shirt on earlier. He must have
seen you coming, so he’s not any better than I am.”

“I’m sure your mother had a great time keeping you
two apart.” Hazel shook her head.

Tony nodded. “I’m going to the main land, wrapping it
up for the day.”

“Finally,” Brice muttered.

“I heard that.”

“I meant for you to,” Brice said to the door as it
closed behind Tony.

Hazel bit her lip to keep from laughing again. “The
tour?”

“Right. Are you sure?”

She turned to the blank walls and fought the itch in
the pads of her fingertips. “Pretty sure. I want to see what you’ve
been doing. The house looked pretty bad on the outside, but I know
that can be misleading.”

He began to take her through the house, detailing the
minor changes he’d made. From the sound of things, she’d been
right; the house had good bones. No termites, no dry rot, no weak
beams, nor did he have to tear walls out to put up new plaster. He
hadn’t tried to paint, so all the walls were as bare as the living
room—a blank canvas. Hazel stuck her hands in her pockets to keep
the itch at bay, and then he took her into the master bedroom.

“Oh, my,” she gasped.

“Yeah, I know.”

She walked to the floor-to-ceiling glass window. The
view allowed her to be eye level with the endless horizon. If she
kept her gaze straight ahead it felt as if she stood on the sand,
the waves lapping at her feet. She could easily imagine pulling the
covers from her face and being greeted with something as
breathtaking as the sight before her.

“Oh, my,” she repeated, still not able to get her
mind to work above the buzz in her ears. Hazel remembered this
buzz; a craving she thought had died long before she’d taken the
extended vacation. The buzz hadn’t been this strong since her last
year in college.

“It should have a balcony.” Hazel moved from Brice’s
side and stood in front of the window. Like a second instinct she
started to think of colors that would best suit the light filtering
through the window.

“Hazel?”

“Hmm,” she answered absently.

The color scheme in her rented cabin wouldn’t do.
Richer hues would work better here. She started to walk to the
master bathroom, and Brice stepped in her way. She blinked. She’d
forgotten he was there.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

She smiled. “Better than okay. Can I see the
bathroom?”

“Why do you want to see the bathroom?”

“So I can…” This wasn’t a job. She let out a shaky
breath. Like an itch in the middle of her shoulders she couldn’t
reach, Hazel still wanted to see the bathroom.

He nodded. “I need to tell you something, Hazel.”

The serious tone made her go still. “What is it?”

His hands slid down to her hands. “I knew who you
were before you told me.”

She frowned in confusion. “How?”

“I saw you in a magazine, one for interior designers.
Before I asked you out for drinks.”

She’d been right again. He was going to hurt her. She
wanted to pull her hands from his, but his grip had tightened. The
pieces started to fall into place. “And you just ended up on this
island by coincidence?”

“Yes, that much is a coincidence.”

She narrowed her eyes and looked into his. She wanted
to believe he was lying, but his eyes told her everything she
needed to know with him. He was telling the truth. It didn’t make
the pain in her chest lessen. “So, all that ego stroking…”

“You are good at what you do, Hazel. I shouldn’t have
to lie about what you know.”

But she didn’t know anymore. Wrenching out from his
grip, goose bumps raised on her arms. She rubbed them to get the
warmth back. “And when were you going to tell me?”

“I wanted to get to know you. I wanted to understand
how I could approach you— and then things changed on me.” He took a
breath and let it back out. “I still want you to design the
house.”

If he had said anything else she might have shrugged
off the deceit. Okay, maybe not shrugged, but it shouldn’t have
mattered. They weren’t going to see each again. How could he have
known the change in their relationship? It was the last thing she’d
expected when going on vacation. She sighed, but kept rubbing her
arms.

“I think it’s only fair you pitch the idea to me.
You’ve let it go on this far.”

“I didn’t mean to hurt you, Hazel.”

She couldn’t meet his eyes this time. The truth of
his statement rang in his words. It hurt to breathe in too deeply,
so she didn’t. “You didn’t hurt me,” she lied. “You’ve got thirty
seconds.”

“You’re really going to do this?”

Hazel crossed her arms as an answer. Brice ran a hand
through his hair. “You need a comeback. This house is a great
opportunity for you.” Hazel snorted, but he kept talking. “I saw
the light go back into your eyes today.”

He stepped closer and gestured to the window. “I saw
a look come into your eyes the moment you saw these walls. I don’t
think I even have to ask you, because you already want to do
it.”

Unlike her, Brice never lied. Omitted like hell but
never lied and that made the heaviness in her chest squeeze the air
out of her lungs. She wanted to design his house. More than she
wanted to design for all the money in the world.

She hated him for seeing it, recognizing it, and
trying to use it to his advantage. She hated herself more because,
even knowing his reason, Hazel still wanted to design the
house.

She took in a much needed breath and accepted the
tarnished gift. She needed to design again.

“Your thirty seconds are up.” She turned on her heel
and left.

*****

Brice scrubbed his face with unsteady hands. He’d
known telling Hazel the truth would ruin what they had. He hadn’t
expected the knot that formed in his stomach as he watched her
leave him. Nor the regret taking root and growing claws with each
breath he took.

One step forward and Brice stopped. He had no right
to ask her to come back. Just like he had no right to make her
laugh or moan just because he needed her to. It didn’t matter that
he didn’t make promises to Hazel. He’d known the type of man he was
before he touched her, and still he had done it.

LL Cool J started to play in his pocket. He sighed
deep and long before answering his phone.

“When are you going to tell her?” Tony asked with
preamble.

Brice closed his eyes. “I’m not in the mood right
now. I’ll call you back.”

He hung up the phone. Man, he missed the days of
phones with cradles. Pushing a button didn’t have the same effect
as slamming a phone down. Before he could place his phone back into
his pocket Sinatra started to play. He gritted his teeth. Tony had
already made it home.

He answered his phone again. “Hi, Pops.”

“Brice?” The silken voice reached out of the depths
of his past.

The knot in his stomach tightened. “Carmen.”

His legs gave out and he slide to the floor. It had
been years since he heard the heavily accented voice, a voice that
had haunted him many nights in the past, just as he suspected
Hazel’s would in the future.

“It’s good to hear your voice. How have you been
doing?”

He gave a short laugh. “Fine. You?”

“Better. Pops kind of put me on the spot when he
handed me the phone. I wanted to call you but wasn’t sure…”

If he was still running from her, Brice finished for
her in his head. He ran a hand through his hair, still seeing
Hazel’s eyes, and said what he should have said years ago. “I’m
sorry.”

“Water under the bridge. It’s taken me a while, but
what you did was for the best.” It was her turn to give a short
laugh, though nothing of their history was funny. “It’s taken me a
long while to be able to say that. We weren’t ready for
marriage.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “What brought this
on?”

“I’ve talked to your mother. She told me about
Hazel.” She paused. “I don’t want you to think that what happened
with us…” He heard her blow out a breath. “She told me you haven’t
forgiven yourself for it.”

He closed his eyes again. “My mother talks too
much.”

“She loves you.” She paused again. “I still do, too,
but like a long lost brother. Anyway, I’m about to get married. I
wanted to invite you to the wedding. You know how small the
community is.”

“It’s like a family.”

This time her laugh was genuine. “A very large,
controlling family. Can’t-poison-the-wine type of thing.”

The hollowness inside his chest left him weak and
Brice couldn’t find the strength to laugh. If she’d called a few
weeks earlier—he stopped the thought. Things weren’t serious with
Hazel. He barely knew her. Two weeks with someone didn’t change
your life. The knot didn’t loosen with the reassurances.

“I’m glad to hear that,” he forced past his lips.

The pause felt like it lasted a lifetime. “I’ve got
to go.”

“It was nice hearing from you, Carmen.” It surprised
him, but he meant it.

“Brice?”

“Yeah.”

Carmen stayed quiet and Brice was about to say her
name when she spoke. “Ti perdono.”

Before he could reply, the dial tone rang in his
ears. He let his head rest against the wall at the simple phrase
she’d spoken. Carmen was giving him her blessing. He didn’t deserve
one. He’d broken her heart and hadn’t had the grace to give it back
to her. He couldn’t even do that right. He kept his eyes closed as
her words kept echoing in his head—I forgive you.

The knot would stay in his stomach until he figured
out a way for Hazel to do the same.


Chapter 10

 


It had been a very, very long night for Hazel. At
some point she’d broken down, taken out a pencil and paper, and
started to design the images flitting around in her head. She’d
known the itch that crept under her skin wouldn’t leave until she
scratched it. Hazel didn’t have to like it, nor did she have to
take the design any farther then the pieces of paper strewn across
her floor.

Even as she thought it, Hazel knew it was a lie.
Forces larger than herself, larger than Brice’s request, made her
stay up half the night, her hand moving fast across the pages until
the cramp between her thumb and forefinger made her stop.

God, she was pathetic, Hazel thought, once she
stepped back and looked at the designs. She’d even pulled out the
smuggled colored pencils from the very bottom of her duffel.
Pathetic. But for some reason she couldn’t wipe the smile from her
face. She’d designed every room in his house—down to changing the
carpet to hardwood floors in the master bedroom.

Her eyes strayed to the front door, expecting Angie’s
knock. The woman would only tell her to once again go to Brice’s
house. It was the last thing Hazel wanted to do, but she knew the
irritating itch wouldn’t ease until she applied the Caribbean
Breeze paint to the walls herself.

“Shit,” she muttered.

She had wanted to walk away from him and the plea
he’d laid at her feet the day before. He had deceived her. No, a
lie had never crossed his lips, but the outcome had been the same.
Brice had hurt her, like he said. She’d even accepted it on some
level. There had been no intentions of love and marriage, but it
hurt just the same.

“Shit,” she said louder.

Any woman worth her salt—full of scorn and
revenge—would write him off and let him stew in the bed he made.
She would. God, she really would, just to pump her fist in the air
and place a point on the female species scoreboard.

But she was an interior designer, and that part of
her was going to take one for the team. She had to design his
house. Needed to. The papers on the floor taunted her. She was
going to sell her soul, burn her feminist card, all to design a
damn house.

“Shit, shit, shit.”

A knock came at her door then. Hazel smiled and
answered the door. “Angie, I was—oh!”

She didn’t have to see the face behind the huge
bouquet of roses to know it was Brice.

“Did Tony bring those to you, too?”

He lowered the flowers. “Nope. I went to the mainland
myself and brought them over.”

He bent down to his knees. “I’m the scum of the
earth. You have every right to never talk to me again.”

Appalled, her pitch rose. “What are you doing?”

“Groveling. Now as I was saying, I’m scum. I know
this. I’ve accepted that part of my personality. I don’t deserve to
breathe the same air as you. I—”

“Stop. You’re making a fool of yourself, and really,
groveling doesn’t change—”

“You have every right to despise me. I’ll teach you
Italian curse words just so you can—”

“Brice.” Hazel tried to stifle the laugh, but knew if
he kept going she wasn’t going to succeed. He looked ridiculous, to
say the least. “You’re laying it on too thick now.”

He stood. The lines around his mouth deepened. “I’m
sorry.”

He said it like he meant it. She looked into his
eyes. That emerald gaze had yet to lie or omit his true feelings to
her yet. He did mean it. “Apology accepted.”

“I really didn’t mean to hurt you.”

Her breath caught, but she lied again as she had
before. “You didn’t.”

She took the flowers he offered. He turned to leave
and she sighed. He hadn’t been caught in a lie. He confessed. He
didn’t have to. She would have cursed again, but he was almost of
sight.

She called out, “Brice, I want you to look at
something before you go.”

He hesitated. “You want me to come in?”

Hazel shook her head. “Not for sex. That’s…” she
hesitated. “Done.”

He stuffed his hands into his pockets and came
inside. He frowned down at the floor and then his gaze flicked up.
“What is this?”

“Your house.” She strode to the kitchen with the
roses, but Brice grabbed her elbow.

He shook his head as he spoke, “You don’t have to do
it.”

“I have to.”

She pulled from his grasp, not ready for his touch
yet. Despite what had happened, she still felt in tune with his
moods and emotions. Confusion and want both plainly crossed his
face now. Since she couldn’t be sure if the want was for her or her
designing skills, Hazel turned away.

She sat the bouquet in the middle of the island.
Brice had leaned down to the sketches. With squared shoulders, she
moved over to him.

“I don’t want you to pay me,” she said.

He picked up a sketch of the master bedroom. “I’d be
dumb to turn you down.” He let out a breath and looked at her.
Disbelief she was for real and eagerness that she was for real,
fought for a place on his face. “I give you free reign to do what
you need to do. The only thing that will have a limit is the
budget.”

She had figured as much. Brice had never said it, but
Hazel guessed his funds weren’t unlimited. He wouldn’t be the type
to take out a loan. It was too much like asking for help. It also
made sense with the reason he had chosen this road to convince her.
Sure as hell didn’t make it right, but it made sense.

“If you approve the plans I can start tomorrow. I can
draw them out in full detail if you need—”

“I trust you.”

Those three words, said softly in the midst of all
the unspoken words between them, meant more to her than his
apology. Hazel nodded, not able to speak past the emotions
surfacing inside her. He rose, not speaking, almost as if he
understood the inner turmoil.

At the door he turned. “For what it’s worth, I still
want you.” He closed the door behind him.

She was definitely going to have to burn her feminist
card, because she still wanted him, too.

*****

The woman didn’t sleep. She couldn’t, not with the
amount of work done in the past three days. After they’d painted
the living room together, Hazel set him up to build the shelves and
then the entertainment center once those were done; when that task
was finished she wanted the headboard completed.

She hadn’t stopped there. Tony didn’t have the sense
to stay away, and she had him pulling up the linoleum in the
bathroom, to replace it with ceramic tile. If Pops stopped by,
Brice was sure she’d set him to work, too.

He wanted to complain, but already the house had been
transformed. He’d thought a designer was a glorified decorator, but
it was much more. Hazel was much more. Her only problem was taking
a break when she needed one.

He pounded the final nail into the shelf and stood
back. The clack of heels sounded behind him. Exhaustion darkened
the skin beneath Hazel’s eyes. He fought the knee-jerk reaction to
reach out to her. Instead, he kept his tone professional to match
the one she’d been using with him. “Is it okay?”

She frowned. “Yes.”

“Then why the frown?”

She waved her hand at him. “Just a headache.”

He had no right to care about her anymore, but it
didn’t stop him from taking her hand. “Have lunch with me.”

She didn’t pull her hand back. It told him what he
needed to know. She said, “We still have to—”

“Have you eaten lunch today?”

She winced. “I missed breakfast, but—”

“I have some shrimp fettuccini in the
refrigerator.”

“You must have gone home recently. Is that where Tony
went?”

“He went home to drag Pops out here.” She kept her
hand in his. He’d think about how he’d missed her touch later;
first he had to feed Hazel and get her off her feet.

She sighed. “We really don’t have the time—”

“I’ll heat it up, and it’ll take us only a little
while to eat it. I also have makings of a salad. Some wine.” She
started to protest again, but he talked over her. “We are ahead of
schedule, and too much work makes for a grumpy Hazel.”

She winced again. “Charlotte used to tell me
that.”

She glanced down at their intermingled fingers. She
sighed but didn’t pull away. The tension in his shoulders loosened.
He hated to let her go, but he did to go into the kitchen. A high,
wooden counter separated the living room from the kitchen. Hazel
leaned on it, and a sense of relief surrounded her.

He broke the silence with, “How many design jobs have
you done?”

“Let’s only count the good ones.” She smiled. “I’ve
got to say I’ve lost count. My boss made me intern for a year. She
supervised everything I did and then gave me the reins afterward. I
had a good three-year stretch before my work started to stink.”

Brice placed a large bowl of salad in front of her.
“Toss that while I heat up the rest.”

He smiled to himself when she sat down on the wicker
barstool. Another new addition to the house she’d made.

“I’m curious,” Brice mused out loud. “You don’t have
to answer. Why do you think you burned out?”

“I—” She stopped and then tilted her head. “I didn’t
love it anymore. I didn’t see the point. My last client was the
worst kind.”

Brice turned with a smile. “I’m your last
client.”

She laughed. “Not you, but Maureen. God, she was
changing things every five minutes. Before that I had about twenty
Maureens and it just started to…”

“Suck the life out of you.” He frowned down at the
pot on the stove. “Yeah, I know the feeling.”

“I don’t know how I’m going to go back.”

He placed the food on a plate, slid it to her, and
then fixed one for himself. “Well, it seems pretty simple to me.
You become selective in the jobs you take. Sounds to me like your
boss has been using you as a one-woman work horse to make a profit.
I know that’s what business is about, but even then you should only
have to take the jobs you feel passionate about. You have the
clout.”

He forked up some noodles and met her gaze. “The
crazy up side is that you’ll be in higher demand because you won’t
take any job.”

She stabbed a shrimp and stuffed it in her mouth.
“Sounds like a cure-all.” She shook her head. “My boss wouldn’t go
for that.”

“Who’s to say you have to work for her? I’m sure you
can put out your own shingle and do just fine. You can remind your
boss of that.” He placed the fork down. “I meant it when I said
this house is a huge opportunity for you. It wasn’t just a sales
pitch.”

A corner of her mouth lifted in a smile. “My own
business.” She chuckled, but the sound held no mirth. “My parents
would have loved that.”

“Where are they?” It was a moment too late to take
the comment back.

The whole time they’d been with each other she’d
never talked about them. Not even Brice was so dense as to not
realize there was a reason.

Hazel bit her lip, but he caught the tremble. “They
died right before I graduated.”

“You don’t have to talk about it.” His chest
tightened at the raw emotion in her voice.

“No,” she shook her head. “No, it’s fine. I should. I
never do.” She twirled a long noodle onto her fork before speaking
again. “My father had been drinking and still tried to get behind
the wheel. Bad rainy night, crappy tires—all the makings of
tragedy. They were hit by a car while arguing. Crossing the
street.”

He curbed the need to touch her, knowing she’d break
if he did. Brice gripped the fork in his hand. He stayed quiet to
let her finish talking.

She only stuffed her mouth full of food, probably to
keep from saying anything else. The air started to thicken from the
unspoken words. He considered taking them for another dip in the
ocean, but judging from the tension holding her stiff, that
wouldn’t work this time.

“Hazel, I’ve wondered,” he paused. She blinked,
clearing the shine of potential tears in her eyes. “How do
porcupines have sex?”

“What?” she said with a laugh.

“I would think it would be painful, but still they
aren’t extinct.”

“Do you think of anything else besides sex?”

He tilted his head as if to consider her question. A
smile pulled at his own lips. “On my birthday I think about getting
old, and that’s about it. I can’t even say I don’t think about sex
while I’m working.”

She smiled and picked up her fork again. The constant
knot in his stomach loosened at her silent thanks.

“How’s your fettuccini?” he asked.

“It’s delicious, Brice.”

*****

The two weeks had flown for Hazel. She’d emailed the
preliminary pictures of the house to Laura and had been given back
her job. She’d been walking on cloud nine since the phone call. Now
all she had to do was the final walk-through for her portfolio.

She cupped the camera in her hand and stepped into
the master bedroom after Brice. He had finally replaced the old
claw-foot tub with the one that could seat at least three
people.

Hazel smiled because the view had become the focal
point of the room exactly as she’d planned. Besides having her
signature touch of sophistication, with a rustic vibe, the house
didn’t look like any other of her designs.

She lifted the digital camera, turning her back on
the view to take the “after” photo for her presentation to
Laura.

She took another photo. “I need to see the bathroom.
You did say it had water jets?”

“It has a place to dole out bath oils and
bubbles.”

That made her put down the camera to reach his side.
A noise strangled in the back of her throat.

“It can fit three people,” she damn near
moaned.

Without thinking, Hazel kicked off her shoes and
jumped into the empty tub. Her arms were raised high, but not an
uncomfortable height. She closed her eyes, seeing herself after a
long day in this tub. The bubbles would tickle her chin; water
would surround her in its warm embrace, candles, exotic scents—a
home.

Her eyes shot open on a thought. Brice leaned against
the jamb between the bathroom and master bedroom. Dread, like a bad
egg salad, languished at the bottom of her gut. She hoped that,
just like food poisoning, it would pass quickly, because Hazel was
about to rip the foundation from their budding relationship.

The last time she’d felt this at ease her parents had
been alive. She glanced at the deep cream walls. Hazel had wanted
to hand paint golden wisps along the trim, but time hadn’t allowed
for such a personal touch. The house could sell as is, but it’d
take just a few more months to make it a home. A home quite unlike
the house she lived in back on the mainland.

“What are you thinking?” He smiled down at her.

She looked back at him, knowing the words she was
about to speak would change what was between them once again. She
let out a breath. “How much are you selling the house for?”

He straightened, almost like he knew what she was
about to say. “Why?”

“I want to buy it.”

“No.” Steel strengthened his reply.

“Look, I want the house—”

He crossed his arms, his jaw line hardening. “No, I
don’t want your money. I don’t need you to help me start my
business. I can do it on my own.”

Her own temper flared. “And you wanting me to
decorate the house didn’t already defeat your stand on that
ideal?”

His eyes darkened, this time with anger rather than
passion. “You wouldn’t have a job to go back to if I hadn’t offered
you the design of this house.”

Every nerve in her body stiffened at his retort, but
she rose from the bathtub ready to strangle him. “Oh, is that what
you really think?”

He blew out a breath. “I didn’t mean it like
that.”

“Yes, you did. Don’t take it back now. You can’t see
past your own pride to know what’s right here in your face.”

“And what’s that?”

“An opportunity.” Hazel knew she should stop. She
knew what it was like to say words that you could never take back.
She’d done it with her parents before they died, but she couldn’t
see past the temper, blinding her vision. “How many times has it
knocked on your door? Your father is laying a silver platter at
your feet and you don’t want to take it.”

“Don’t make this personal, because you want something
I can’t give you. I told you from the beginning that I wasn’t good
for you. You didn’t want to listen. You damn near dragged me into
this—this—”

“Relationship.” Hazel finished for him. “Getting me
naked really showed how much you were putting up a fight.”

Brice put up his hands. “I’m not selling the house to
you. Since I can see there is going to be hard feelings between us
once I sell it, I can send you the money I owe you for decorating
the house.”

God, she wanted to hit him upside that hard head of
his. She started to push past him and then stopped. “You can’t
afford what I gave you, you idiot.”

He worked his mouth and couldn’t seem to find the
right words. She stalked down the stairs, out of the house,
ignoring Brice’s calls. Her feet sank into the sand, making her
angry march feel more like lunges than stomps.

She held onto the anger, though. Not letting the
other emotion, the one that would make her knees give from under
her, come to the surface. She would have been better off never
meeting him.

Yes, she got her job back, but it wasn’t worth it.
Breathing became a little hard too do, and it had nothing to do
with the fast pace of her walk. She took a deep breath, hoping it
would forestall the rising emotions in her throat. She stopped and
closed her eyes. Willingly Hazel had let him in and even at the
time she knew it was a bad idea.

If your first thought after sex was how bad things
would end… She should have run, but she’d felt alive for the first
time in years. Glancing back, a silhouette started to form in the
distance. It was Brice, but he wasn’t moving any closer.

Hazel’s breath caught. It meant nothing. It was just
a short affair. A job, if she really wanted to lessen what they
were. She closed her eyes and then opened them again. At her front
another silhouette cane into focus. She recognized Angie’s
signature gait now. Hazel moved toward her, needing a shoulder to
cry on, because Brice had meant something. It was the first lie in
years that she couldn’t tell.


Chapter 11

 


“You’re an idiot. You know that, right?” Tony said
before stuffing the meatball in his mouth.

Brice secretly hoped his brother would choke on it.
How many times had he thought the same thing? He should have gone
after Hazel, but how many more times could he apologize before she
stopped forgiving him? Hazel was better off without him. He glared
at his brother, who continued to stuff his face with spaghetti.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You should. I know women. Maybe I can help.”

Stabbing at a meatball, Brice laughed. “Me, take
advice from a man who plans to stay a bachelor until he’s eighty?
Don’t think so.”

“I’ll just tell Mom, then, what actually
happened.”

“Aren’t you too old to be eavesdropping on personal
conversations?”

Brice already knew he wouldn’t get an answer, because
his brother was right. His mother didn’t know all the details, but
if she found out she’d probably stop feeding him altogether. She
would also kick him out of his old room. Bad enough she’d stopped
talking to him in English a day ago. No words he wanted to
repeat.

“Hazel was the best thing to come into your
life.”

Stiff fingers clenched around the fork. “And what was
Carmen?”

“You made a good decision. Handled it badly, but a
good decision to break things off. She wasn’t right for you.” Tony
shrugged. “On some level you knew. Now, about Hazel, you’re just
being an idiot.”

He couldn’t dredge up the necessary sarcasm for a
proper reply. He stood to clear off his plate. “Well, it’s a moot
argument. She’s left the beach house and gone back to work. Some
woman named Angie told me.”

“Just like that? You’re just going to give up?”

Brice braced his hands on the sink, barely fighting
the urge to verbally rip his brother a new one. “Yes.”

Tony sighed. “You can’t say I’ve never told you
anything—give her the house. That’s better than any lame apology
you could come up with.”

He ignored his brother, because a letter addressed to
him sat upright by the coffee maker. He picked it up. From a
company called Everything You Need. “How long has this been
sitting there?”

Tony wiped his mouth. “Since the mailman came by. Mom
told me to tell you about it.”

Brice smirked. “In English?”

“Yup.” Tony picked up his plate. “I’ve been trying to
tell you for years she loves me more than you.”

With a flick of his wrist, he ripped the letter open.
It invited him to stay for a free week in the cabin where Hazel had
stayed. He frowned at the paper. How in the hell did they get this
address? Tony took the letter out of his hands.

“And you talk about me being immature,” Brice crossed
his arms.

Tony placed the paper on the counter. “Since I’ve
given you my wisdom as an older brother who understands women, you
should know what you have to do now.”

He sighed. “Work for Dad and then leave the ball in
her court.”

Tony motioned to the letter. “You should take the
vacation first.”

Brice slapped Tony’s back extra hard. “Finally,
something I can agree with.”

*****

Hazel crooked the phone between her ear and shoulder
while opening up her mailbox at home. She should have enjoyed her
vacation while it lasted. “Hazel Garvey.”

“This is Everything You Need.”

She inwardly groaned at the familiar voice. “Hi,
Angie.”

“Oh, I should have paid attention to the name.
Anyway, you left a painting at the cabin and you need to pick it
up.”

She stuffed the box under her arm and walked toward
her home’s door. Cobwebs had started to form along the doorjamb.
“What painting?”

“The one you left above the bed. If you don’t get it
in the next twenty-four hours we’ll have to charge you $2,000.”

Yes, she had the money to burn, but that wasn’t the
point. “You gave me that painting. How can your company charge me
for leaving it behind?”

“I don’t make the rules. I just follow them.”

“I thought you didn’t follow the rules.”

“When it comes to a client’s welfare and what they
need, those are the guidelines I follow. Our current client is very
unhappy with the painting and you need to pick it up.”

“We kind of bonded with our last chat. Well, really
you just cried for a few hours, but I think we came to an
understanding. I’ll be in huge trouble if you don’t pick up the
painting. Do this for me. I really can’t afford to lose my job.”
She paused. “It’s really not a job but a duty, and if I fail the
consequences will be dire. Brimstone type of dire.”

Angie wasn’t the type of person who instilled
loyalty, but Hazel could understand a demanding boss. She liked the
challenges Laura threw at her, but yeah, she understood brimstone
type of dire. She placed her purse on the table in the foyer and
sighed.

“Okay, I’m not sure if I can make it today. Will your
new client mind if I stop by to get it?”

“Nope, it’s what he needs. Thanks. Got to go.
Remember—twenty-four hours.”

Snapping the phone closed, she pulled the small
package from under her arm. She didn’t recognize the handwriting
and it didn’t have a return address. Warily she tore open the side
and shook out the contents.

Keys fell into the palm of her hand. Hazel frowned
until she recognized the charm. It was the country of Italy. She
knew only one person who’d have that type of charm on a key ring.
Only one person who would send her keys to say “Sorry” in his own
ass-backward way.

She glared at her phone. “New client, my foot.”

Hazel balled the keys into her fist, knowing but not
liking what she had to do.

*****

She pounded, like the police would if pursuing a
suspect, on her former cabin’s door. It sounded like someone was
breaking his neck to get to it. Brice opened it and, even though
she’d expected to see him, it surprised her. Instead of taking in
the sight of him, she threw the keys at him. He caught them and
frowned at her.

The nerve of some people. “What in the hell do you
think you’re doing?”

“I’m on vacation until I start working for Pops.”

Nails dug into her palms as she tried to keep a
semblance of control. “Well, now I’ve given you the keys back. Sell
the house. I’ve gotten my career back. There’s no need to throw
yourself on the altar of forgiveness. And you sure as hell don’t
have to work for your father as a penance.”

He stepped back to let her in and she pushed past
him. “I’m not giving you the house as penance. And what in the hell
are you doing here?”

“I’m here to give you the keys and pick up my
painting. Don’t change the subject.”

She stopped her tirade long enough to see the
condition of the cabin. It was a mess. A pizza box sat on the
island in the small kitchen. It looked like he’d kicked off the
day’s clothes and left them on the floor to rot. “You can clean. It
won’t kill you.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t see the purpose. Every morning
I wake up and the cabin is clean.” He pushed the keys into her
hand. “Stop getting off the subject. The house is yours.”

She pushed the keys against his chest. “If it means
you having to work for your father, I don’t want them.”

His hand covered hers and his eyes still dark,
changed with purpose. “Why does it matter to you if I work for my
father?”

She stepped back, but he moved with her. “I don’t.
You can rot, for all I care.” She lied, but it wasn’t as easy as it
used to be. She glanced down, breaking the eye contact first.

“Liar.”

She brought her gaze back to his. “Why did you send
me the keys in the first place?”

He placed her hand over his chest and stilled. “I
wanted you to have it.”

She watched for something other than sincerity to
cross his face. He was telling the truth. Hazel took another step
back. He followed. Hazel realized a moment too late she’d back
herself into a wall. Her heart beat in her ears as the blood
started to rush into her head.

“I don’t want your sacrificial lamb if it means you
giving up your renovation business.”

As usual his eyes seemed to look past her, straight
through the lies. “Why do you care?”

She swallowed, though the spit in her mouth had
dried. “Now that I’m working again, I won’t be able to get to a
beach house often.”

“You need to make the time. I’m sure fantasizing
about the porch deck and the view from the master bedroom will
force you to take more time for yourself just to get back to it.
Give me a better excuse.”

“It’s not an excuse.”

He raised his brows and pressed against her. He now
held both of her hands and there was no way she could get out of
his embrace gracefully.

“There really isn’t any point for me to keep it. Our
agreement was for you to sell it.”

“I’ve changed my mind.”

She swallowed again at his intense stare. Hazel
didn’t have much pride, but admitting her real reasons to him would
make her vulnerable. She wasn’t about to give up that power to him,
not again.

“Why do you care whether I keep the house?”

“I can’t call it love, but I want to make sure you
aren’t driving yourself insane with the job. I want to protect you,
even if that means from me. I saw the way you looked at the walls
of my house and longed for them. I want to see you look that way
until I get tired of it. If that means forever, then it’s forever.
But I never want to make you cry. That’s all I know for certain,
Cara.”

His words took the fight out of her. She was never
going to own rights to her feminist card if he kept talking to her
like that. “And I’m supposed to believe you’ve had a change of
heart? You won’t lash out at me anymore?”

“Me lash out?” He grinned. “Who was the one who threw
the keys at me at the beginning of this conversation, anyway?”

Damned if he didn’t have a point. It felt better to
argue with him than to close herself off like she’d been doing.
“Constant conflict isn’t healthy for any relationship.”

“Why do you care, Cara?” His voice softened.

His whole body was pressed against hers now. Hazel
had to admit she had missed the warmth of him. The way he made her
feel alive, wanted and cherished. She had never felt like she could
be honest with anyone, before Brice.

Her mind went back to him standing on the porch,
waiting for her to meet him halfway. She hadn’t; she’d kept on
walking. Looking into his eyes, that emerald gaze, telling her the
truth of how he felt for her, Hazel relaxed against him. It wasn’t
about who won or lost—it was about meeting him halfway.

“I can’t call it love,” she told him.

He smiled down at her. “I was lying, and so are
you.”

“God, we’re hardheaded.”

He brushed his lips against hers. “Mi
amore.”

Hazel closed her eyes and pressed her mouth against
his, needing the comfort, knowing she’d could always find it here.
“Yes, mi amore.”

Both their hands closed over the keys, and it was
everything they both needed.
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