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Dedication

For my mother, 
 
who got me off that typewriter to a computer. I love you.
 
 

Also for my baby girl,

I love you even when you make me watch EMOlight.



CHAPTER 1

Neil Sullivan shook back the mass of curls crowning her head, stared herself down in the mirror, and said through gritted teeth, “It’s just a date.”
 
Amazingly, pigs could fly, too. If honest with herself, Neil would admit her extended preparation for this date was avoidance. Being done meant being ready. The prospect didn’t excite her, but if she shook her hair back one more time she might suffer whiplash. She stepped from the mirror to stand in front of the closet, quietly cursing herself and her damn pride. It was constantly at war with her common sense, but a deal was a deal. 
 
The act of defiance, to wear the red dress lying on the bed, didn’t sit well with her. Despite its color, it shouted “old maid” with its square neckline and a hem that touched the tops of her ankles. She eyed the little black dress hanging placidly on its hanger. Its looks were deceiving.
 
Why did I have to be born with a pride as stubborn as a mule? Neil asked herself, still fuming from the night before. It made no sense. One stupid kiss had set her off, broken all her vows to blend into the community, made her forget her determination to be visible, likeable, but under the radar.
 
Before moving to Whistle Lake, she’d promised herself she wouldn’t sink into the shadows this time. The dire need to be incognito had lessened with time. So she had become an insider for a change, volunteered for committees, done fundraising for the local Brownies and Girl Scouts. She’d worked hard to be normal instead of outright mysterious.
 
“No, my pride wouldn’t let me do that,” Neil mused aloud, with all the frustration she felt.
 
Talking to herself now. Ugh, over a kiss. She yanked the black dress from the hanger. All her hard work, gone in one pool game—well, one three-hour-long game. She’d been doing well. Had even settled in the house the construction company offered, instead of finding one by her own means. 
 
Talk about progress—she bought her groceries where everyone else did. Her co-workers finally saw her as a peer, which was a huge step in her career, considering she was the only female working for Whistle Lake Construction. Even the church ladies had gotten used to the earth beneath her nails.
 
It was his fault. 
 
Neil gritted her teeth at the thought of Gibland Winnfred the Third. What kind of person named their child that, in this day and age? Yet his long-winded name fit him perfectly. He didn’t look like a fun-loving Mike or a boring John. Gibland Winnfred the Third. Perfect. Her mouth thinned into a straight line.
 
Men like him, with a smile that could warm a woman’s insides just by being turned in her direction, were dangerous. The moment he quirked that aristocratic mouth her way Neil had disliked him, from his military-pressed white shirt to the way his designer-labeled shoes shone in the midday sun.
 
Yesterday, if he’d beaten Neil at pool and won her money, she’d have bought him a beer to congratulate him for his good fortune. But the way Mr. Pressed-White-Shirt strolled in last night, smirking at her, had urged Neil to do something that would wipe that look off his face.
 
Blowing out a breath, Neil hoped to dispel the memory. She turned to the mirror. The top of the dress dropped to display the curves of rounded brown breasts. Her cleavage wasn’t much to look at, but a nice enough view. The rest of the dress, far from demure, hugged her waist and clung tightly at her hips. Her stomach jumped to think she would be walking out of the house in it.
 
“A deal is a deal,” she repeated like a mantra.
 
The momentary acceptance settled on her for just that long. Why hadn’t she gotten up and left the bar last night when Gib strode in looking arrogant, one hand casually in his pocket, his curly chestnut hair too defiant to stay combed back? She should have paid her bill and gone as soon as those mischievous brown eyes of his met hers.
 
Nope, she hadn’t.
 
She’d had to get up and stand next to the pool table, hoping he’d follow. Hindsight being 20/20 and all, it was much to her misfortune that he had.
 
“How about a game of eight-ball?” she’d asked, dropping her voice an octave in challenge.
 
And, feet spread, Gib had rolled up his sleeves and smiled at her. “You do know how to play, don’t you?” His smile became a grin as she slammed the rack on the table. 
 
“Rack ‘em.”
 
“My pleasure.” He’d fished in his pocket for a quarter and dropped it idly into the coin slot.
 
“What are we playing for?”
 
The warning came as a glint in Gib’s eyes as if he were ready for the kill. Neil had ignored it.
 
“Fifty bucks.”
 
One of his eyebrows rose, seeming to question so little an amount. Her adrenalin had kicked at the thought of wiping the look off his face.
 
“That’s it? I hear you’ve beaten everybody in this joint.”
 
Neil had pursed her lips, noticing for the first time his forearms were not those of a paper pusher, though he dressed like one. His thick, muscled legs were spread like a fighter, poised and ready to pounce. Of course Neil had ignored that, too, because she’d been close enough to see his nails. They were manicured. He’d forgone the clear polish, but they looked shiny. A man like that couldn’t beat her, so she’d smiled, and dug her hole.
 
“$200, and if you win—a huge if—I’ll buy you dinner.”
 
Gib had nodded, chalking his cue stick. “I’ll pick you up around seven tomorrow.”
 
Light chuckles from around the room had made her realize everyone was watching, and when she’d turned her gaze to the few men she recognized from work, all of them were exchanging bills. Dan had nodded toward her, while Jason pointed to Gibland.
 
“Deal, but I hope you’ve brought your wallet.” Neil’s voice was flinty.
 
“Don’t worry. By tomorrow you’ll be blowing the dust off your little black dress.”
 
Neil had curbed her tongue and showed Gib better than she could tell him. She split the balls, sinking one yellow-and-maroon-striped ball. Her luck had held, but, damn him, he was an incredible player. When Neil slipped, he matched her move for move. His arrogance and her stubbornness took up the room, making it stifling and hot. Sweat dripped between her shoulder blades, and at the time she’d thought nothing could break her concentration. 
 
Oh, man, had she been wrong. She’d been so close: one shot from sinking the eight-ball. Right before the end—that’s how she thought of it—she’d said, “Start pulling out your wallet now, Gib.”
 
The shot had been child’s play. She could already see herself knocking the eight-ball into the side pocket and going to buy herself some nice tools with the money. She had her eye on a new stainless steel sledge hammer.
 
“Hold on.” 
 
She’d straightened, knowing, just knowing, he was about to back out. Her lips had curved into a smile. “Want to make one last speech? Go ahead.”
 
The bar had quieted, every motion stilled, waiting. The tension in Neil’s shoulders built as Gib rounded the sea of green to her. His gait, slow and sure, had exuded the confidence of a man who had traveled this particular path many times before. Naive of her, but Neil hadn’t been wary of the grin. He always grinned.
 
“Wanted to give you a good-luck charm before you win.”
 
She’d laughed and put out her hand. He grabbed it and, like a backwards sucker punch, pulled her to his lips. Those lips had turned hot as they moved over hers. The taunting quip fell from her mind. There was no way to think beyond his mouth on hers. He’d nipped at the corners of her mouth, and Neil forgot she was in a smoky bar full of her neighbors and co-workers. It had been close to a year since she’d let a man touch her. The hard body pressed against hers was not that of someone she disliked but that of a man, and she, a woman, had been more than willing to take the passion offered. Neil had fisted her hands in his hair. More.
 
More. More. More. The word sounded like a chant in her head as his taste teased. She had needed more. Their tongues mated, hers darting in and out, lapping at the spicy tendrils that clung to the taste of him—beer, peanuts, and temptation. The thought had flitted through her head, the only one able to seep through, that there was more to this man than starched white business shirts. Neil had been on the edge of a moan when she felt the corners of his mouth lift. 
 
Then he’d damned her in one breath. “Good luck.”
 
When a roar of applause sounded through the room, Neil broke from him. Yeah, she had made an attempt to get her mind back on the game, but when she went to sink the eight-ball in the corner left pocket she’d scratched. The black-and-white ball had sailed off into someone’s lap. When she’d left the Tavern, with Gib surely grinning at her retreating back, Neil was positive that from that moment on she would never forgive him.
 
Childish maybe, but as Neil yanked at the dress, silently hoping more material would appear, she mentally added Always Being Right to his list of sins. She flicked a glance over her shoulder at the clock. Fifteen minutes past seven. Serves him right to wait.
 
Her mind went back to all the wiggling eyebrows she’d had to pass in order to leave the bar after that kiss. She worked with those men, and with one kiss she’d lost their respect. Now she’d have to start all over again by working overtime, breaking her back, while trying to ignore the snickers. With a move of her shoulders, Neil headed downstairs, where she was sure it was Gib leaning on the doorbell.
 
*****

Gib didn’t feel even one inch sorry for kissing Neil. He’d been wanting to do it for the past two months, while Neil had looked like she’d coldcock him if he tried. Instead, her body had melded with his, giving as much as it took. He rocked on his heels, still tasting her sweet and dangerous bouquet. All that fire he saw in her hazel eyes had gone straight down to her mouth and erupted over his own lips.
 
He jabbed the bell again, knowing it would irritate her and not necessarily make her move any faster. Gib had to commend her. Neil was a good pool player. For what seemed like months, he’d watched her bend over that table, arousing fantasies of laying her on it and…Clipping the thought at the bud, he leaned harder on the doorbell.
 
Neil Sullivan was a mystery. He wanted to know just who and what made Neil Sullivan tick. Gib wasn’t obsessed with finding out, but the fact she still intrigued him made her a must-know, and what was wrong with having a little fun doing it?
 
His thoughts were shot to hell the moment Neil opened the door. The bulky clothes she usually wore had hidden a fountain of curves and legs—he’d just became a leg man.
 
“Jesus,” he choked out.
 
“Are you ready to go?” Her voice was smooth and laced with impatience.
 
He figured his eyes must be bugging out of his head as he let his gaze travel over the slender curves detailed by the slinky fabric she wore. Yet it was the face that made him dumber than spit. Her full mouth was curved into a sardonic smile and irritation lit her slanted hazel eyes.
 
Her face would have been plain if not for her nose. It gave her face that saucy character—rounded at the tip, it crooked slightly to the left. Her honey-toned skin looked soft and smooth, urging his hands to find out for sure. Neil tilted her head and the mass of black curls fell over one shoulder. He willed his brain to work.
 
“You clean up well.” Remembering his manners, Gib pulled the long-stemmed white rose from behind his back and offered it to her.
 
Her gaze dropped to it and he could have sworn her features softened, but the look disappeared so quickly he might have imagined it. For another moment she eyed it as if the thorns were poisoned, then took it carefully.
 
“I just need to get my jacket.” Neil turned, leaving the door open, not inviting him in but not slamming the door. Gib took that as a good sign.
 
He followed, closing the door behind him. The foyer opened up into a large room. Instead of a light fixture, a chandelier hung from the ceiling. It lit the room in a soft and welcoming yellow light. The classically modern room was decorated in blacks and grays with small touches of color. A wide fireplace ate up most of the wall space. On the opposite side of the room sat a television, exactly in the center of the left wall. Steps led up into the kitchen, next to Neil at the closet door.
 
He stuffed his hands in his trousers and went to gaze at the artwork above the mantel, a painting of a log cabin. Smoke trailed out of the chimney and the dark red wooden logs clashed perfectly with the green pines. Beyond it, a lake glittered gold from the setting sun. A child slept, cuddled in a rocking chair on the wraparound porch. In the corner of the canvas were the initials N.S.
 
“Let’s hurry up and get this over with, so I can go to bed.” Neil spoke beside him.
 
Not giving her any time to retract her statement, Gib grinned. “Well, if you’re that eager, I’m willing to skip dinner.”
 
She shoved her arms into the bulky coat. “I’d rather drop a brick on my foot.”
 
He grabbed his chest. “Ouch, you sure know how to kill a man’s ego.”
 
She sighed heavily and crossed her arms, giving him the most wonderful view of her cleavage. He’d never survive through this evening, if his mind continued to stray onto how she would feel under him.
 
He turned from the sight and indicated the painting. “I didn’t know you painted.”
 
“My father does.” As he opened his mouth to question her, Neil corrected the statement. “He did paint. Died a couple of years ago.”
 
Neil might as well have held a sign reading Subject Closed. Her movements became jerky as she removed the hair from the collar of her coat.
 
Gib didn’t push. He wanted tonight to be fun, so that he wouldn’t have to beat her at pool to get another date.
 
“Ready to go?” He said.
 
She shoved her hands into her coat pockets and moved toward the door. Starting to feel like a puppy on a leash, Gib caught up to her on the porch. Her keys were already out, but she at least waited for him before closing and locking the door.
 
Amused, Gib leaned against one of the posts at the end of the porch. Neil turned to him, face still slightly flushed.
 
“I’m being a good sport about this, but if you put one hand on me, I’ll break every manicured finger you have.” From the slits her eyes made, he knew she wasn’t threatening him, the action was guaranteed.
 
Oh, tonight was going to be fun. “To my car, then.”
 
This time he led. Neil’s neighborhood was quiet but as full of nosy neighbors as any other small town. Gib would bet that many of Neil’s neighbors were peeking out their windows. Word had spread that the champion of pool had finally lost, and if that wasn’t enough of a blow, she had to go on a date because of it.
 
Neil spent her evenings at The Tavern with her co-workers, she was the first to bring meat for the church cookouts, she was well known and well liked, though somehow she still kept to herself—Gib figured he must be the only person she didn’t really know or associate with. As he dug his keys out of his pocket and opened the car door, Neil gave a low whistle beside him.
 
“This is your car?”
 
“It’s a hand-me-down.” He stepped aside so she could get in.
 
“A 1952 Cadillac convertible is nobody’s hand-me-down.” She moved to the door, smiling, and ran a hand down the black paint. “Is this the original molding?”
 
Neil turned that smile on Gib and it took a moment for the question to penetrate his brain.
 
“Chrome and all. The only thing I changed were the seats. They used to be bumblebee yellow.”
 
Neil sank into a sleek red bucket seat, leaving him to close her door and round to his side.
 
When they were on their way, she finally spoke again. “I’ve been trying to figure this out. 
 
What does a man whose idea of a hand-me-down car is this, and let’s not forget that it’s probably worth more than a trailer home, have in common with a construction owner?”
 
He knew she was talking about her boss, his friend. “Linny and I grew up together.”
 
“You were a child once?”
 
He glanced at her. “No, I think I was just small for my age until I turned sixteen. Anyway, I used to go to Linny’s house all the time. When my father was home, he’d take us to see the Red Sox. We’ve stayed in touch.”
 
She raised a brow in question. “Isn’t your father a CEO of a software company?”
 
“Glastic Games, but that’s just recently. He used to build cars.” He smiled, thinking how his father would cringe at the description. He had revamped the MacPherson strut, making suspension systems much more flexible, putting less wear on tires. “My father is a man who likes to reinvent the wheel, make it better, then make it lucrative.”
 
They left the city limits of Whistle Lake and hit the small freeway leading to Linton, another small town, but one catering to tourists. Closer to the coast, it had a small strip mall, supermarkets, and restaurants.
 
“I thought we were going to Pat’s little restaurant.” Neil’s hopes looked to be dashed, as the sign saying Welcome to Linton passed the window.
 
“I didn’t think you’d want to go there. Everyone knows you’re going out with me tonight. I’m sure Pat’s place is packed for the show.” His gaze slid to hers as he asked, “You’ve been asking questions about me?”
 
“What do you mean?”
 
His eyes settled on the rhythmic tapping of her fingers on the door panel. “I never told you about my father. Hell, before today you’ve only grunted at me.”
 
“I’ve always been civil to you.” Neil’s cool tone proved otherwise, and maybe that was why he had challenged her the day before.
 
He didn’t consider himself conceited, but the way her gaze had always bounced off him, quietly dismissing him, irritated. He slowed and turned into the town. The streets, filled with people carrying shopping bags and families walking in groups, had a relaxed atmosphere. Gib loosened his grip on the steering wheel and turned back to Neil with a smile. “Civil is nice when meeting an employer or in-laws.”
 
“After a hard day of work, smiling nicely at someone is the last thing on my mind. Come to think of it, what type of work do you do?”
 
He parked in front of the SeaSide Restaurant. “Lately I’ve been a reporter, but I’m thinking of becoming an architect.”
 
She shook her head, chuckling lightly. “The sad things is, I think you’re serious.”
 
“What’s not to be serious? If you don’t like your job, change it.”
 
Neil blinked several times, looking unsure of what to say. A first. When he reached across her to open the door, she practically jumped out of the car. “I said, no touching.”
 
“I barely touched you.”
 
“The gleam in your eyes told me your intentions weren’t completely gentleman-like.”
 
“Really?” Gib closed his door. “I must watch out for that. I don’t want you to see it coming.”
 
Neil turned from him to the restaurant, mumbling what sounded like, “Me and my pride.”
 


CHAPTER 2
 
Gib had taken her to a swanky restaurant where the dinner napkins looked pressed, and every few seconds the sudden urge to take her elbows off the table nearly overwhelmed her.
 
Despite that, and Neil couldn’t believe it, she was enjoying herself. She dipped her finger in the remnant of chocolate mousse cake on the plate in front of her.
 
“So tell me, Gib, I’m still trying to grasp how you beat me at pool.”
 
His gaze followed her finger to her mouth. Her face heated as she licked off the chocolate. He hadn’t broken the no-touching rule, so why did she feel naked, sitting there with her finger in her mouth and him looking very jealous of it?
 
“My uncle taught me. It became a hobby, and when I was in college I won a few tournaments. How’s the cake?”
 
She cleared her throat. “Good.” She leaned forward at the easy way he had slipped in tournaments. “What kind of tournaments?”
 
His brown eyes roved over her face. “This is supposed to be a date, right? Let’s get to know each other.”
 
“You’re going to make this hard for me, aren’t you?”
 
“I’m an Aquarius. In my down time I like long walks on the beach. What do you do in your spare time?”
 
“I…” Paint is what she wanted to say, but caught herself. “I win pool games at The Tavern. 
 
Since we are back on the subject, what kind of tournaments?” 
 
“I like to travel, and read, and there isn’t a bet that I can’t win.”
 
“Oh, please. You’re hedging,” Neil quipped, but the corner of her mouth quirked. “Travels, hmm? Any related to the tournaments you entered, oh, yeah, in your free time?” Gib chuckled. Neil hated to admit she liked the relaxed, sensual sound of it. She sat up straighter in her chair. “So, what tournaments?” 
 
“I lift weights, read poetry, and devote my time to those in need.”
 
“This is my alter ego and I’m really a superhero,” she challenged.
 
“You don’t believe me.”
 
The charm he exuded was effortless. If she didn’t watch herself, Neil would be in big trouble. “It’s not because you can probably use money as Kleenex. It’s who you are. You come off as a carefree, no-attachments kind of guy.” She narrowed her eyes as his lips pulled into a smile.
 
“Not withstanding, you could probably talk a nun into leaving a convent.”
 
“My mother always taught me you can do anything you put your mind to.” The word trouble blared in her mind’s eye in big red letters. “You want to talk about yourself. Let’s talk about the tournaments you’ve won.”
 
Gib suddenly checked his watch. “Whew, look at the time. I have to get up early tomorrow.” He reached for his wallet.
 
She held up her hand, knowing he was still hedging. “You won, and I told you I’d pay for dinner.”
 
He signaled for the waiter. Before she could reach for the check, Gib handed the man a few bills. “Excuse me, waiter, but hand the man back that money and give me the bill.” Her words were sharp. The warm feeling she’d harbored since the beginning of the dinner vanished. The young man stepped slowly to the table.
 
“You can just tack that onto the $200 you owe me.” Gib waved the man away. The gesture had the waiter scrambling from the table. 
 
Neil didn’t want to be indebted to him. Some debts could never be repaid. “Sullivans keep their word, and I said I’d pay for dinner.” Other patrons turned toward her raised voice.
 
“You can pay me when I drop you off.”
 
Neil would have argued her point, but his words were practical. It was a point of pride for her, something she needed to get control of. Plus, what bothered her more was how he kept brushing off her question about tournaments. If her father had taught her nothing else, he’d taught her when to choose and pick battles. She’d let him stew, think she’d forgotten, and then she’d pounce.
 
Her opportunity came on their way back to town. The chatter on the ride was amicable enough. He seemed back to his relaxed state, fooled by her complacency. Ha! “You never answered me.”
 
“About what?”
 
Neil turned completely in her seat to face him. His face held no guile. Probably took years of practice, she thought. “What tournaments did you win in pool?”
 
He shrugged. “Nothing too big. You know the kind of games that really don’t matter at the end of the day. Kind of like what you’ve been winning down at The Tavern.”
 
“The Tavern is full of drunken men with bad eyesight. Nothing I would call a tournament.”
 
He pinched the bridge of his nose. “The Eight-Ball Nationals.” 
 
“A tournament, my foot. That’s like calling the Super Bowl backyard football.” Gib winced, and Neil realized she was almost screeching. She took a deep breath. “What was your rank?”
 
He coughed something unintelligible, then said, “Look we’re almost at your place.”
 
Neil glanced out the window. They were at the end of her block. She could see the hedges of her yard, but Neil wasn’t getting out of the car until she had answers. She’d been swindled.
 
“That’s nice. I didn’t hear your rank in the competition.”
 
“It’s not important.”
 
“The hell it isn’t. You made me think you were the average pool player.” 
 
“You challenged me to a game, as I do recall.” He leaned over and jerked the door open. Hmm, so he’s finally losing his cool. Temper settles well on him. His usually nonchalant attitude faded under it and his calm brown eyes flashed with heat. Neil shook herself from the observation and stepped out of the car.
 
As she turned to round on him once more, she reassessed the situation. Maybe being pleasant would get the answers she wanted. “You’re right. I did challenge you to a game. I’ll get my other purse and pay you the money you’ve earned. The game was very close.” She shrugged. “I would like to know where you ranked.”
 
“You’re a good player. You almost had me there a few times.”
 
Maybe her head swelled some more, because the compliment made her warm. “Thank you. 
 
Your rank?”
 
He stuffed his hands in the pockets of his the navy trousers. “I won the tournament three years in a row. The fourth year, I decided to retire.”
 
Neil hadn’t expected to hear that, and it took a moment to get her breath back. “Good night, Gib.”
 
He angled himself between her and the door. “Can I just say one thing before you storm into the house mad?”
 
He was close enough for her to smell him now. The smell made her feel nervy and hot, because the scent smelled good enough to bottle and drink. She’d agree with anything if he’d just move—closer. No, no, no, stay on point. “What is it, Gib?”
 
His gaze slid down to her mouth. “I want you to know that I believe you’d have won if I hadn’t kissed you.” 
 
“You arrogant pig.” She emphasized each word with a poke to his chest. “If you think that you threw me off my game because of that wimpy kiss, you’re wrong. I was angry that you embarrassed me in front of my co-workers.”
 
“You were so hot for me, you couldn’t see straight.”
 
“You think, because all the women in Whistle Lake swoon when they hear your name, that you are something special. Sorry to inform you, I’ve been kissed better.”
 
But the “better” was nothing that made her want with a need so fierce that she could still feel the imprint of his lips. Those lips curved into a smirk and he looked more tempting than water in the Sahara Desert.
 
“Prove it. Let’s kiss again, and if it does nothing for you…” He shrugged. “You can keep your money.”
 
“Fine,” she shot off.
 
Angry enough not to care, she pulled him to her. His brown eyes seemed to be laughing at her, and he took his time placing his mouth over hers. The contact was light, as if he was savoring her taste. His tongue slowly trailed her bottom lip.
 
She fought the need growing inside her and let him take his time. He drew out the moment until her breath caught in her throat. His gaze never left hers. The amusement was gone, replaced with something much more primal. Neil moved her hands from her side to his chest, telling herself that if she had to push him away she could. For now, she let them sit fisted on his dress shirt.
 
Gib closed his mouth over hers, and Neil felt his whole body tense. She could feel the muscles under her hands tighten. She had expected the same punch of quick, hot desire, but this submersion—slow, painstaking, unexpected—didn’t stop the simmer of what could be. The power of it urged a frustrated moan from her mouth.
 
“If you are going to kiss me, then just do it.”
 
Gib obeyed. Her saucy mouth tasted of what wet dreams were made of, hot and erotic. Her tongue still held traces of chocolate and it mixed with her breath. She tasted sweet and tempting. 
 
Her body felt soft next to his and, taking a chance, he ran both hands down her sides until her hips fit perfectly in his palms. If he was going to be a dead man soon, he might as well die happy. He turned her, backing her against the door, and deepened the kiss. She moaned again and this time it sounded breathy and satisfied.
 
He felt her nipples hardening against his chest through the thin material of her dress. He didn’t want to stop. For a minute Gib didn’t think he could stop, even if he wanted to. What he did want to know was how well all her curves fit into his hands.
 
He wanted to feel more than her mouth against his, with such a fierce need it startled him. Panic and passion made his heart beat in his chest. Taking one last taste, he lifted his head. “I guess you still owe me $200.”
 
Neil’s haze lifted the moment he spoke. She fumbled for the keys in her purse. “You kiss like a fish, but I’ll give you the $200.”
 
She bent, lifted the gnome on her porch, and pulled from beneath it a white envelope that she shoved at him.
 
“For the record, I hope you fall off the nearest cliff.” Neil opened the door, stepped through, and slammed it in his face. Leaning against it, she slid to the ground, trying to slow her beating heart. It didn’t hurt a bit to admit to herself, Damn, the man can kiss.
 


CHAPTER 3

The sun lay hidden behind dense clouds darkened with the promise of rain. The air, moist with dew, smelled of it. Neil was thankful the roof had been put on. Over the past week the wooden structure had slowly started to resemble a house. Good news, because it meant she was on schedule.
 
Braced in her work boots, she stared at the arched wood that would soon be fitted for the fan light door and congratulated herself on doing a good job. Neil could and would blame her gloomy disposition on the weather, not daring to take into account the fact that several days had passed since she’d heard from Gib.
 
Neil had wanted to be undesirable to him, wanted him to forget she even existed, so she could go back to her world of normalcy. Attachments, yes, but none that could change her life too dramatically. Gib had already left an imprint. It was a good thing he hadn’t called or come by the worksite to bother her, like he usually did. Neil guessed some men’s egos couldn’t take a beating. But that pithy observation didn’t explain why she spent most of her waking moments daydreaming of kissing him again.
 
Neil turned to the men at work to get her mind off Gib. Linny had gone to lunch and left her in charge. The past few weeks he’d been giving her more responsibility. To an outsider, that would probably mean a fatter paycheck from the extra hours. To Neil, it meant being closer to her goal of becoming worksite manager. Further from the dreams her father had had for her. Dreams she still wanted in the lonely hours. Neil told herself it was all behind her.
 
Mentally shaking herself, she checked her watch and winced. Quitting time already. That’s what happens to the time when your head’s in the clouds. Yelling would be useless over the sound of power saws, nail guns, and drills. 
 
Neil went around the empty house looking for her bullhorn, but before she found it Linny had pulled up, honking his horn, and Neil took advantage of the instant quiet.
 
“Quitting time!” she yelled.
 
A few whoops had her smiling, Jason being the loudest as he moved past her with his toolbelt over his shoulder. He smiled at her, looking like a blonde Adonis, and it did nothing for her. Neil sighed. 
 
“If I’d known betting for Gib would make you work us this hard, I would have put that twenty bucks on you.”
 
She smiled back at him. “The best saying ever thought of was ‘Don’t get mad, get even.’”
 
Jason laughed and waved goodbye. She watched him walk away. Nothing, not a spark, not a change in heartbeat. Nothing. She sighed heavily again and walked over to Linny’s car.
 
“Afternoon, Sullivan,” Linny greeted.
 
He had several other worksites to visit. Regardless, at the end of the workday he traveled to hers. Self-doubt could make her believe it was her gender that made it a responsibility to check on her. In construction one sometimes has to wonder.
 
“Linny,” she answered back. Her voice must have betrayed the question on her mind.
 
“No, I’m not checking up on you.” He tipped his head toward the inside of his truck.
 
His ruffled, dull-red hair and the dusty blue pickup belied his tendency for neatness. Linny left nothing to chance, and Neil cocked her head in disbelief at his comment. “Okay, maybe a little. Get in.”
 
Tired and sweaty, she hopped in the passenger side, leaving the door open for a breeze.
 
He had the all-business face on, and she waited for him to get to the point of his visit. “How’d the men do today?”
 
“They finished all the paneling upstairs. We did the wiring on Monday. Tomorrow the other walls start to go in. With overtime for the next few days, we can have the kitchen and bathrooms finished by Saturday.”
 
He nodded. “That’s good. You’ve been working for me for the last year or so. I hired you on as an assistant manager, and when Jerry left I let his position stay open.”
 
“He’s a hard man to follow, much less replace. He did everything, and he was a great worksite manager for the company.” She kept to herself that, in the six months of his absence, she had still wanted the job to be hers.
 
“He was a good friend, which is why I was hesitant to replace him. We worked together for twenty years.”
 
“But he betrayed you by going behind your back and hiring another team to work on the Hilliard place.” Neil wasn’t able to keep the anger from her voice. “The team that Nolan’s Construction always hires.”
 
Jerry was the reason Linny no longer fraternized with the crew. A plus for her, since he had missed the incident at The Tavern.
 
“I know. I don’t do business like that.” He cleared his throat. “But that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about. Whistle Lake Construction works on a small scale, and I’m wanting to expand. 
 
Not far, but at least out of Maple County.”
 
“Maple County covers a wide area, five towns, at least, including Linton. Aren’t we contracted to refurnish three commercial buildings?” Linny nodded hesitantly.
 
Neil curled her nervous hands in her lap. She had not expected the company to grow. Linny was the company. No corporation to answer to, just a small office placed on the corner of the town square. Here was her chance.
 
“You’re right. Things are coming along good for the company, and it got me to thinking that I need to fill that position.” The look he trained on her had her holding her breath. “I’ve just been contracted to do a big job. A house off on Grayson Road, with about thirty-six acres or so. If this job is done well, then word of mouth alone would make the business revenue go up twelve percent in a three-month period. I want you on the job as worksite manager, in charge of the whole setup, from the floor plans to what kind of flowers should be planted in the garden. You used to work for that big company in L.A., so you should have some contacts. Do you think you could bring together that kind of operation?”
 
Neil relaxed her hands. Just the mention of her old stomping grounds made her stomach twist. Her job at Hutchinson Construction had been her first after her father’s death. Talk about incognito. Neil doubted anyone there would remember her name.
 
She didn’t have to work, but she’d needed the small human contact. She had cut herself off from the world she’d grown up knowing. Neil blew out a frustrated breath. The past was in the past.
 
Her future, right this second, stared her in the face. “I definitely can put something together. Who’s the client?”
 
Linny answered absently, but his cheeks had a slight tinge of red to them. “My friend, Gibland. I think you’ve met.” He frowned. “That’s not going to be a problem, is it?”
 
Neil swallowed the first comment that burned to fall from her lips. “No, not at all.”
 
*****

It took Gib a moment to realize the thunder he was hearing wasn’t from the storm outside but at his front door. He smiled, rubbing his hands together. Before answering it, he lit the candles on the table. Neil would hate that she was so predictable. Dimming the lights in the foyer, he took a breath, then opened the door.
 
“Well, look who we have here. A very drenched Neil Sullivan.”
 
She pushed past him, spears shooting from her hazel eyes. The ends of her ponytail dripped water on the wooden floors. Caked mud dropped from her work boots as she paced in the small foyer.
 
“You can try that smarmy little smile with someone else. I’m not buying it. Do you know what position you put me in with Linny?”
 
“Before you start your rant, give me your coat. You’re dripping all over.”
 
She answered him with a glare, and he continued, “I’m renting right now and don’t need the damage to the floor.”
 
She muttered something that he didn’t ask her to repeat as she shoved the bulky yellow monstrosity at him. He hung it on the coat stand by the door. Her long-sleeved shirt clung to her breasts, and he could tell that the weather outside was quite chilly. He held up a hand when she opened her mouth to continue his lashing.
 
“One moment.” Gib turned and jogged up the stairs, dug in his dresser and retrieved an undershirt and pants from the closet. When he returned with the clothes in his hand, she frowned at them in disgust.
 
“Wouldn’t want the person getting sick who’s supposed to be building my house.” She snatched the shirt and pants from him.
 
“How thoughtful. If I wasn’t cold, I would tell you to stuff it. Where can I change?”
 
“Bathroom’s down the hall on your left.”
 
She started to make her way down the hall, then turned before the fork in the hallway. “Don’t think I’m not mad any more, just because you’re being thoughtful.”
 
“Wouldn’t expect any such thing.”
 
Her chest expanded from the deep breath that she took. “At least you know.”
 
The warmth in the room left when she did. He stared at the puddles of muddy water she’d left, then sidestepped them as he got the mop from the kitchen. She returned in less than three minutes, looking sexy as hell in the baggy clothes. It gave his imagination loads to play with, along with his memory of what she had looked like in that black dress.
 
Gib shoved his hands in his pockets. “I put the clothes in the dryer. It was right next to the bathroom.”
 
She crossed her arms. “As I can see, with the candles lit, that you’re expecting company, I’ll make this quick. You set me up. You knew I couldn’t say no to Linny, especially if he offered me the position of worksite manager. So you figure, ‘I have nothing but free time, why not bother the only person who turned down my advances.’”
 
While Neil talked, she rolled up the shirt sleeves and pant legs. When she was done, she stood straight, in a huff. “Now, I can understand your childish need, but to waste money on a house just to get back at me for telling you the truth…”
 
He guffawed. “The truth?” Her sneer reminded him not to let his own temper rise. “Sorry for interrupting, go ahead.”
 
“I’ve been working toward this position ever since Jerry left. I’m not saying I’m not entitled to it, but I’d prefer to have gotten the job on my own accord, with hard work and determination, letting my work ethic speak for itself, not as a condition you set up to get Linny to build your house. You know he’s a great businessman and wouldn’t say no to the son of the MacPherson re-inventor.”
 
Gib took a long, deep breath before he spoke. “I understand your position, but you’ve just insulted yourself, and Linny, and me, with that little speech. Your work ethic speaks for itself. You should know that’s why Linny put you in charge of this project. Yes, Linny is a great businessman. He’s been building houses for fifteen years and was apprenticed under his father before that. He’s not the type to make decisions just to get the client, even if it’s his rich friend.”
 
The expression that came over her face was that of a child being scolded. It didn’t stop him from venting the rest of his temper. “I’ve been wanting to move back here for a while, so revenge isn’t on my mind. I know you think of me as some playboy who does nothing but spend daddy’s money. Trust me, I’m not that wasteful. If we’re done with that, we can get started on what I want my house to look like.”
 
She crossed her arms, weighing her next comment, then settled on “Fine.”
 
“I didn’t suggest anything to Linny about promoting you. He’s been at me for the past three years to use his company to build my house.”
 
Neil sucked her teeth, still not looking like she believed a word he said, and he had to wonder why she doubted herself in this area of her life. “What have you got planned?” she asked reluctantly.
 
“We’ll get to that. Dinner first. I’m starved.” Neil put her hands out and the rolled shirtsleeves still reached to her palms. “I’d rather not go to Pat’s dressed like this.”
 
“Who said we were leaving?”
 
*****

Gib had set her up. There were no other explanations that made more sense to Neil. Worse, she had fallen into the trap as he’d planned. From the job he offered Whistle Lake Construction, conveniently timed, to the fact that he knew she would be pissed when she found out and would confront him.
 
Even if he was innocent in the former, the latter part was definitely a setup. If seen out of context, her assumptions could be considered irrational, but the light from the candles, the whiff of breaded chicken, and the expensive red wine were enough evidence.
 
None of that concerned her, but Neil wanted to know how far into the charade he was going to go, just to get back at her. His actions surprised her, though. Gib didn’t seem like the type to get insulted easily. She watched him intently as he filled both glasses. He wore what she considered his uniform, a white dress shirt and black slacks. Inside the house the shiny shoes were gone and he was barefoot. The toenails looked as glossy as the nails on his hands.
 
“Thirty-six acres is a lot for one man. Do you want the works—pool, Jacuzzi, mirror on the master bedroom ceiling?”
 
He chuckled as he cut into his chicken. “Only if you’re willing….”
 
“Don’t finish that statement. I might as well lay down the ground rules before I get started on this project. I’m a professional.” She thought of her earlier display and corrected herself. “Ninety-eight percent of the time, I’m a professional. By chance you won a date with me—don’t let that color the situation.”
 
Neil paused. “And this business dinner doesn’t change anything, either,” she added as an afterthought, ignoring the lit candles, her lack of underwear, and the way he licked stray crumbs from the corner of his mouth. “I like being single and plan to stay that way for a while. I’d rather not be included in your plans for seduction or keeping up your reputation.”
 
His fork stopped midway to his mouth and he frowned. “What?” Neil questioned, trying to read his face.
 
“How’d you know where I lived?”
 
“I asked Linny where you were.”
 
“You got here pretty fast. This house is at least an hour away from town.”
 
Not meeting his gaze, she cut into her chicken and stuffed her mouth. After Linny’s announcement she had asked, through clenched teeth, where she could find Gib, and then, like an omen, the sky had opened up and begun to pour out rain. The speed limit may have been sixty mph, but on an open road eighty hadn’t seemed too fast, even in the downpour.
 
“This is good. Who’d you get to deliver way out here?”
 
“I didn’t. Cooked it myself.” He smiled at her over his plate.
 
The spit in her mouth dried. Consequences of looking directly at him. She reached for her glass of wine as he continued talking. “When I was sixteen, I decided I wanted to be a chef. Sherri, our cook, took me under her wing.” His expression turned wistful. “I stayed with that for a year and a half. One of my longest career stints.” He shrugged. “My plans are in the office. They are very detailed, but I’m open to suggestions. You’re the professional here.”
 
“So now you’re playing at being an architect, like you said?” She set her wine back on the glass table.
 
“You were listening. I’m surprised. Yeah, you can say I’ve been playing at being an architect for a while. What did your father die of?”
 
The question caught her off guard. “He was in a car accident. It wasn’t his fault. The other driver had too much to drink. Of course he walked away with just a few scratches.” She didn’t succeed in keeping the bitterness from her voice.
 
“Is that why you moved from L.A.?”
 
“How’d you know I used to live in L.A.?”
 
“Linny thinks a lot of you. He sold me on letting you do my house because he liked the work you did there.”
 
She never went into detail about working at Hutchinson, hated for anyone to know. The Internet could connect the dots too easily nowadays. “It’s getting late. Why don’t you show me the plans.”
 
He wiped his mouth, then motioned for her to follow him. They passed the bathroom again, taking a right this time. This house didn’t look plush or opulent. She hadn’t imagined him in a house with homey touches of wood, seascapes, and all this brown.
 
She said, “Who furnished the house…”
 
Gib turned into the office and she no longer cared. The whole wall was covered with detailed blueprint designs of a three-story home. The first four drawings were of the house itself, the floor plans, and lateral views.
 
The others, eight in all, were of each room and the landscape. They weren’t sloppy, stick-figure-type sketches, but to scale. She could have taken them down from the wall and started construction that night.
 
“You drew all of this?” The amazement was plain in her voice.
 
One of his shoulders lifted in nonchalance. “What do you think? Is it doable? I did some research, looking for what I wanted in my house, and couldn’t decide on one thing, so it’s kind of a mixture of eras and styles.” He shrugged again.
 
Neil moved closer to see the small writing on the drawings of the rooms. He’d written down the type of wood he wanted on the floor in the living room, and for the guest house he wanted to use Austin stone for the outer casing of the building.
 
She stood back, feeling some of her earlier anger at him being replaced with respect, mixed with confusion. A man could, but wouldn’t usually, go through all this for revenge. She glanced at Gib, who looked uncomfortable about the silence and expectant for her answer. She turned back to his plans.
 
“Congratulations, you can quit your day job as a reporter. Did you go to architectural school?”
 
“Some, but I had to take over my father’s business for a few years when he got sick. Never went back to it.”
 
Neil’s gaze went back to the sketches. Her palms were damp and she attributed the affliction to the masterpiece in front of her. If she could do it, she could secure her position as worksite manager. Linny hadn’t said it, but Neil knew if she messed this up, or couldn’t do it, she’d be back to being a lowly construction worker. Then she could finally stop wishing for what could never be.
 
“This,” she indicated the wall of drawings, “Is definitely doable.”
 


CHAPTER 4

She should have brought a pair of earplugs from work, Neil thought, as she pressed the pillow over her head, half hoping to drown out the noise.
 
Ding.
 
Dong.
 
Nope, she still heard the doorbell perfectly, clear through the cotton-polyester blend. A shame, because she’d paid a lot for that hunk of comfort.
 
She lifted the pillow from her head and squinted at the clock on the nightstand. The time blaring in red lights on the old-style radio told her what she had already guessed. It was her morning wake-up call. A wake-up call she had not signed up for. A wake-up call that was going to get its instigator a nice pair of cement shoes if he continued to lean on her doorbell at this ungodly hour.
 
She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. Life had been reduced to annoyances she’d rather live without. One of them stood at her door. He probably didn’t even know she considered him an annoyance. He probably didn’t care. She would bet Gib thought that seeing his mug first thing in the morning would make any woman’s day. The man literally thought he was God’s gift to women. Even Neil, not overtly religious, knew an insult to the Man Upstairs when she met it. The past five days had been the longest of her life.
 
Ding.
 
Dong.
 
Every. Single. Day. He was at her house every morning with some thinly-veiled plan on what to do next on his house. The man had tenacity, arrogance, and a good-sized portion of self-esteem.
 
One wondered how his head could fit into a normal-sized room. Worse, much worse, nothing she did deterred him from being here in the morning. Gib was in her dreams at night, and then she had to wake up to him in the flesh. A slow death wasn’t good enough for him, especially if he thought he was going to wake her up for the whole year it would take to build his house. Every. Morning. Could she take 360 more days of…
 
Ding
 
Dong.
 
She reached for the phone and dialed Linny’s number. It took about sixty rings, but he finally answered with a grunt. “Oh, were you sleeping? Because so was I, until this.” She held up her phone.
 
Ding.
 
Dong.
 
She placed the phone back to her ear. “I was having this incredible dream. I won ten minutes in Home Depot. I could grab anything and everything and own it if I made it back to the front of the store in ten minutes. Come on, that’s as close to a wet dream as I will ever have. Get this, though—I was already at five minutes on the clock. My hands were on the twelve-shelf toolbox.”
 
“The one with the stainless steel cover and wheels?”
 
“Yeah, but for some reason the time buzzer went off. Guess what it was, Linny.”
 
Ding
 
Dong.
 
Neil closed her eyes. Linny coughed, and she was sure he was trying to hide a laugh. This wasn’t a laughing matter. Gib was going to drive her insane before the last nail was put in his home. At this rate, it was going to be put in his head. “Is he hitting on you?” Linny asked.
 
Neil considered how to answer the question. He hadn’t touched her. He hadn’t tried to kiss her. He hadn’t even propositioned her, not since the date. He just hadn’t given her any breathing room.
 
He filled the air with his expensive cologne and shampoo. He filled her personal space with his broad shoulders, his large, elegant, manicured hands, and his thick forearms. And with the images constantly filling her head, the ones of him kissing, touching, tasting her, all those things his eyes promised silently, promises yet to be fulfilled, he might as well have done them. “Not blatantly.”
 
“I don’t hear the doorbell anymore,” Linny muttered.
 
Neil sucked her teeth. This was the first time in five days he’d given up so soon. Usually he stayed there for twenty minutes, until she opened the door dressed and ready for work. So far he had greeted her with truffles, donuts, éclairs, pop tarts and brownies. Because she ate them in less than three bites and thanked him, did that rule out stalking? Probably, and if Gib wanted her not to know who was at the door, he’d stop parking his Caddy in the driveway.
 
“I can’t work under these conditions. You have to do something.” She hated to even ask. Neil should have been able to deal with Gib on any level, but this close contact was killing her, and the sleep deprivation had won out over pride, which was saying something.
 
“Is he changing his mind on what he wants done every two seconds?”
 
Outside of breathing down her neck, Gib was making her job insanely easy. “No.”
 
“Is he holding up any part of the process to get permits?”
 
She’d gotten a call from the mayor, telling her to put in any request she needed and not to worry. Gib had broken out the pig lard and rubbed down a few people in the government, because none of the usual wheels of bureaucracy required to build a home had squeaked. She hated having to say it.
 
“No.” Her phone line beeped. “Hold on, Linny.” She clicked over. “Hello?”
 
“So you are done getting your beauty sleep?”
 
Neil fell back against the pillows. She should have known. “You’re annoying.”
 
“Really, stop with the compliments. You’re going to make me fall in love with you.”
 
“Doesn’t count if you are saying this while looking in the mirror at yourself.”
 
He made a sound of pain. “You wound me.”
 
She bite her lip to keep from smiling. “Only seriously in my dreams, and you’re holding up my phone line.”
 
“Answer your door.”
 
“No. I know how to get to work by myself. I’ve been doing it for years now, and nothing has happened to me yet. Amazing, but I’ve finally learned how to cross the street without holding anyone’s hand.”
 
Gib chuckled, and Neil had to keep herself from shivering at the sound of it. “How do you take your coffee?”
 
“Without you holding it.”
 
“So, a double-shot espresso without any whipped cream?”
 
“Espressos are for sissies. Hold on.” She clicked over. “Linny, it’s him. I don’t want to make a big deal out of this, but…” She was making a big deal out of it. Gib was harmless, if you liked slick, charming, annoying, handsome men dogging your every step. Neil sighed. “I’m sorry I called. It won’t happen again.”
 
“Are you sure?” Linny asked. 
 
Absolutely not. “Yes.”
 
“I’m going back to sleep.”
 
Neil sighed, then clicked back over. The dial tone greeted her. She didn’t bother to get dressed before heading downstairs.
 
In a complete James Dean fashion, Gib leaned against the porch post, holding a thermos and two mugs. “Don’t you look chipper.”
 
“Why do you feel the need to wake me up?”
 
“You’re a breath of fresh air, and I want to start my mornings with you frowning at me.” He lifted the thermos. “I brought gifts.”
 
“It better not be espresso.” She stepped back to let him in, but not before she realized she hadn’t combed her hair. Vanity aside, a bird’s nest was a bird’s nest, no matter what you called it.
 
He settled on the loveseat, looking comfortable and as if he didn’t have a care in the world. He looked right sitting there and, because he did, Neil said, “Why are you being the bane of my existence?”
 
“But I brought coffee.” Gib grinned at her before pouring her a cup.
 
She didn’t want to be at ease around him. Ease led to other things, and those things led to worse things, like companionship and someone to lean on. Neil stayed by the door.
 
Amusement filled his voice. “It’s not poison. Are you cold?”
 
“It could be Spanish fly. And no, I’m not cold.”
 
Gib sighed. “You know there’s this saying, if a woman protests too much…”
 
Neil narrowed her eyes. She could handle this situation two ways, and unfortunately neither option involved cement shoes. She accepted the lesser of the two evils and sat down on the couch across from him, accepting the cup he offered.
 
“What’s your angle, playboy?”
 
“Getting chummy with the worksite manager.”
 
She raised the cup to her lips, threw in a parting shot. “It has nothing to do with the fact that I’m a woman who doesn’t fall at your feet?”
 
She took a sip and missed his answer, because she was too busy melting into the couch. It was black and strong. The rich taste blossomed on her tongue and it took everything in her not to groan in pleasure. “Did you come straight from Columbia with this stuff?”
 
“I have it delivered and I grind it myself.” The grin was back, and Neil tried to ignore it. The coffee was bad enough. “I could have sworn we had this conversation before.”
 
“I believe wholeheartedly in beating the dead horse just so everyone has an understanding.” She took another sip. “Hush for a moment. You’re ruining the coffee.”
 
“If I’d known…”
 
She glared at him. He chuckled and leaned back in the chair. His hands ran down the side of the material until he placed them on the edge of the armrests. As she watched his hands, it felt like he was touching her, caressing her skin. She glanced down at the cup. It had to be Spanish fly in this stuff.
 
She cleared her throat. “I think we need terms.” Otherwise, he’d lace her coffee every morning until she gave.
 
“Terms?”
 
She noted he hadn’t poured himself a cup. “Yes, for this work relationship.”
 
“Relationship.” He paused.” I like the sound of it.”
 
“You missed the word ‘work’ then.”
 
Gib shrugged. “Semantics.”
 
“Delusions.”
 
“You like me.”
 
Neil took another sip of the coffee. She’d told a number of lies over the years, and she wasn’t about to add to them. As Gib leaned forward in interest and she noted the way his forearms flexed, she started to feel incredibly warm for a cool spring day. She glanced back down at the cup. Definitely Spanish fly.
 
“You will come to my house only if it’s on fire. I’ll meet you at the site. We can talk about anything while at work.”
 
Gib eyes lighted. “Anything?”
 
She shivered at the innuendo. “Work-related.”
 
“The strap on your shirt fell.”
 
Neil froze. His question came back to her, Are you cold? In the process of not getting dressed, she’d forgone a bra. She closed her eyes. No wonder he didn’t want coffee. He had to be wide awake from the show.
 
She cleared her throat, replacing the strap. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get ready for work.”
 
The smile faded. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”
 
The fact that he noticed and apologized made her feel like a heel. The playful “I don’t have a care in the world” guy she could rebuff. Neil sighed. “Thank you for the coffee.”
 
He stood. “I’ll let myself out. You have a good morning.”
 
The silence thickened after the door closed. Neil stayed on the couch, the coffee cup still warming her hands. Her gaze went to the painting over the fireplace.
 
She’d have to suck it up. If it meant being nice to Gib, she’d do it. If it meant ignoring the little buzz she got whenever he was around, Neil would have to do it. She closed her eyes, not wanting to see the painting anymore. The work day started in less than thirty minutes, and she didn’t have time to feel sorry for herself.
 
“Semantics,” she muttered.
 


CHAPTER 5

“Long day? How about a game?” Linny said, picking up a pool cue.
 
Neil tried to keep her chin from touching the floor. Linny never came into The Tavern. This took checking up on her to the next level. She blew out a breath, regretting the early morning phone call.
 
She stood up from the booth and met him at the table a few feet away. “Sure.”
 
He chalked his stick. “Ladies first.”
 
“Came with a sense of humor, I see.” He shrugged. She broke the rack, pocketing the nine and fifteen striped balls. Neil kept going until she scratched, two plays later. Her mind wasn’t on the game. She was worried about Linny’s reasons for being in The Tavern. The reasons were few. Gib’s house—or Gib. One she could deal with in her sleep. The other made her lose sleep at night.
 
She tried not to let the worry show on her face. “That would have been a beautiful shot.”
 
“It would have.” He sank three balls with one play. Her respect for him went up a notch. “Did you file the initial permits?”
 
Neil nodded. “The building permits to get the history on the land.”
 
“The Graysons used to live there. The reason why it’s called Grayson Road.”
 
“Practical.”
 
Linny nodded. “They moved, the house was left abandoned, the city knocked it down. The lot stayed empty up until now.”
 
The move was effortless. One more solid ball fell into the corner pocket. Neil was glad she hadn’t put money on the game. She stepped back as her boss rounded the table for another shot.
 
“Enough about work.” Linny straightened and met her eyes over the table. “What’s going on between you and Gib?”
 
Neil’s stomach clenched. She blamed it on someone finding the only song by Dolly Parton on the jukebox. “He’s killing me kindly with being nice.”
 
Linny shook his head. “You know, I taught him a few moves on the pool table. My dad used to have this Connelly billiards table in the basement. Gib and I would sneak down to watch. The usual male ritual. Cigars, liquor, and lies about women.” He sank another ball. “Good times.”
 
Neil shifted, watching him basically play by himself. At the rate Linny was going, the game would be over before she had another turn. “What are you getting at, Linny?”
 
Finally, he scratched. “Are you going to be able to do the job?”
 
He might as well have added “without humping him.” She really should not have called him that morning.
 
“I guess I’m not used to the client…” Bringing me coffee and looking edible while sitting on my couch. “Hovering. It’s something I’m going to have to get used to. He does have great ideas. Did you see the plans he drew up?”
 
“Knowing Gib, I’m sure they were impeccable. When he sets his mind to doing something, there’s no stopping him.”
 
Neil frowned. She could take the comment to mean several things. Gib had set his sights on her. Or, if she didn’t read too much into the words, Gib was ambitious. She shook her head and got back into the game. She set up her shot.
 
“I can do the job. Gib won’t be a problem. I’ll treat him like any other client. It shouldn’t be hard to do.”
 
“I heard you guys kissed.”
 
The pool stick slipped through her fingers and she scratched. Neil sighed. That would have been a beautiful shot, too. “He did it to win a game.”
 
Linny sank the eight-ball without breaking stride. “You played good. I can see why he had to use underhanded tactics.” He paused and reached out to shake her hand. “I doubt he needed them, though.” He let go of her hand, nodded, and left her at the table.
 
*****

Ding. Dong. Neil groaned and didn’t have to look at her clock to know what time it was. Three hundred and fifty-nine more days of unwanted wake-up calls. She was going to have to build his house quickly, just to save her own sanity.
 
This is my life, though, and it could be worse. She had lived worse for a very long time, before she moved to Whistle Lake. A man not hard on the eyes was trying to court her. I should accept the normalcy, but then, I’ll never have normal, no matter what I do. Neil brushed the thoughts aside and, this time, got dressed before opening the door. It wasn’t Gib.
 
“Are you Neil Sullivan?”
 
“Yes.” The last person she expected to wake her up was the UPS man. 
 
“I need you to sign here.” She frowned, but signed. He picked up the package and handed it to her. Before Gib, she would have admired the fit of the ugly brown shorts as the man walked away. Now, after Gib, Neil closed the door with her foot and went into her kitchen to get a knife.
 
The plain cardboard box told her nothing. She broke the seal and the smell hit her first. Rich, dark and mouth-watering. The laugh bubbled up as she shook her head. She pulled out a bag of coffee beans, pressed her face to the bag and inhaled. Something caught her eye. Neil laughed again when she saw a note in Gib’s handwriting.
 
Spanish Fly-free. Enjoy 
 
The smile faded. Dammit, she was in really big trouble.
 
*****

“What are you doing, Gib?” Linny said.
 
He took his feet off the porch railing and steadied them under the swing. He had watched Linny’s pickup make its way down the dirt road, had watched Linny unfold himself from the truck with a hard expression. It was a plus being friends for years—he could almost predict the conversation. This was going to be one Gib didn’t like. The odds were against him.
 
“Unwinding after a long day,” Gib answered. “You?”
 
Linny sighed as the breeze blew his hair into his eyes. Gib knew his friend would go for a cut soon because he liked his world neat and tidy. Even Linny’s hair needed to have its place. He also knew Linny wasn’t talking about what he was doing at the moment.
 
“You can’t go around messing with her. She’s not like the rest of the women you deal with. She doesn’t deserve you sniffing after her just because you feel like it.” Linny squinted and leaned against the rail. “Neil’s also hiding something. Everyone knows it, but she still doesn’t realize she’s not fooling anybody. I don’t care what she’s hiding. She’s a spitfire, but she’s good people.”
 
His friend must have been too wrapped up in his speech, because he didn’t notice when Gib’s eyes narrowed. Instead, Linny shrugged and continued. “She probably has her reasons for keeping to herself. I don’t need you messing with her. She’s a good worker. I think she likes it here. I don’t know if Neil knows it, but she’s looking for a place to settle in. Business aside, I want her to settle here.”
 
Gib tried to bite back the anger. He was a grown man, and he was getting lectures on behavior. Instead of butting heads with Linny, he placed his feet back on the railing.
 
“Come on, Gib. I just painted those.”
 
“I’m renting this house from you. That’s the only thing in my life you can control. I know what I’m doing. It’s not like I’m new at dating. I know how the game works. Hell, I’m not even using my moves. Even if I did, I doubt it would run her off. She’s got more backbone than that.”
 
“It’s not about a game with her.” Linny ran his hand through his hair. The gesture told Gib more than anything Linny could say. “She doesn’t want you.”
 
“I know she does.” The memory of her breathy moans as they kissed proved it. The morning before, when she’d laughed with—okay, at—him, proved it. He hadn’t been out of the game that long, to not know when a woman was attracted to him. “What I don’t understand is why you’re warning me off from her.”
 
“Is there beer in that ice chest under you?” Gib reached down and pulled the chest from under the swing. He got one for himself and gave the other to Linny.
 
“We’re at an impasse,” Gib said.
 
“You’re thinking with your johnson.”
 
Gib took a pull, letting the words settle on him. “Probably.” Even as he said it, he knew it was more.
 
Neil intrigued the hell out of him. When was the last time he’d wanted to spend time with a woman and not just in her bed? He thought back.
 
In college? No. High school? Maybe. The realization unsettled him. He drank some more.
 
“What’s Neil thinking with?”
 
“With you, I’m not sure.”
 
Gib met Linny’s eyes. “Why’d you have to go and ruin it? I’m having fun. Once she gets used to me being around, so will she. I don’t see the harm. Do I have to point out we’re two consenting adults, Dad?”
 
Linny took a pull from his beer. Gib relaxed. His friend was letting the subject go. “What is this stuff?”
 
“The good stuff.”
 
“It taste like yeast and feet.”
 
Gib snorted. “You have no palate for quality.”
 
Linny grunted and finished the beer in one big gulp. “Do me one favor?”
 
He tensed again. “Hide the beer from you?”
 
“Be careful with her. I like her.”
 
“And I don’t?”
 
Linny handed him the empty bottle. “Just be careful.”
 
Gib finished his beer as Linny drove away. He sat there a long time after the dust had settled back onto the dirt road, thinking about what Linny had said. Be careful.
 
Neil didn’t have a delicate bone in her body. Did she? Gib wanted to know, possibly more than he wanted to know how she’d feel under him. He wanted to know what made her laugh, what would make her smile at him like she had on their date.
 
He was already chasing her like a dog with a scent, but he couldn’t stop from wanting to do that. Most of what he did wasn’t thought out. Not once had he weighed the odds to see if they were in his favor. All he could think about was Neil. 
 
Gib reached down for another beer. He took a long pull, then said, “Well, damn.”
 


CHAPTER 6

No one could ever accuse Neil Sullivan of being a slouch. She hired a larger crew, received the necessary permits, checked the zoning laws for a three-story residence, and was ready to dig the foundation within a month. Gib was still reeling from the shock of her approval of his designs. She hadn’t laughed at them, nor sneered, as he’d expected. Even now, as she walked the land, she fine-tuned the details.
 
“Because of the way the land slopes downward over there…” Neil indicated a small dip. The long grass huddled around Gib’s ankles and dampened the legs of his trousers. He stood quietly beside her, trying to see what she was seeing, her face intent on the land he’d bought with his first paycheck as a stockbroker.
 
“You should put the gazebo there, so that it goes up to the back of the house, almost like a trail.”
 
Neil turned to him, her face flushed from the brisk wind that had replaced the rain over the past few weeks. His body reacted the way it always did—his stomach tightened, and then desire rushed, heated his blood…and something else that he didn’t know how to describe or contain.
 
“You don’t like the idea.” She sounded unsure.
 
“We can always stick to your original plans.” He ripped his gaze from her face and focused on the area where she’d been pointing. “That’s fine. I told you when we began that you’re the professional. If you see something that can be improved, then suggest away.”
 
She frowned at him. “You’re becoming way too agreeable for my taste.”
 
Gib chuckled. “Enjoy it while you can.”
 
She made a noncommittal noise and began walking across the landscape. Closer to Linton than Whistle Lake, Gib’s land had an incredible view of the sea, and he had planned his home to take full advantage of it.
 
“Have you quit being a reporter yet and enrolled in architectural school? It’s not like you don’t have the money for tuition.”
 
“What I drew was just something I did when I was bored.”
 
She pursed her lips, looking ready to argue with him. He hurriedly changed the subject. “How long is it going to take before the final nail is driven into my home?”
 
“The whole thing, six months to a year. The guest house should be done within two months. It’ll have its own plumbing and wiring. You can live there, if you want, until the rest is done, but I wouldn’t recommend it. Construction is noisy work.”
 
She blew out a breath. “So when are you going to enroll in architectural school?”
 
Neil was like a dog with a bone. Gib could admire her for it, if she hadn’t been asking him a question he had yet to answer for himself. She raised her eyebrows in challenge, looking over her shoulder, when he still hadn’t answered. He gazed down into her face and felt that punch of need that had been blindsiding him lately. The same need that was making him edgy. He had to do something about that.
 
“Should we just become lovers now? Or later?”
 
Her hair whipped when she turned to him, mouth gaping open. “You are unbelievable.”
 
Her words were spaced and breathy. A good sign to him. Gib placed his hands in his pocket, bracing himself for the storm. It amused him to see her caramel-colored skin flame with color and her eyes glitter with passion. Whether the passion was to maim him, or not, he didn’t know.
 
“You still haven’t admitted that you liked the kiss.” He smiled at her. “But from the little breathy moans, probably more than that.”
 
Neil began walking toward him, a fierce look on her face and a gleam in her eyes. Gib moved his shoulders, anticipating what was going to happen.
 
“We’ve been companionable for the past three weeks, because of the meetings and all the things that needed to be done to get the plans ready for my house,” he continued.
 
She stood in front of him, and he tightened his stomach muscles, hoping she wouldn’t punch lower. “I’m a hands-on type of guy, so I’m going to be around for however long it takes to build my house.”
 
Something flickered behind the glare and softened the hazel irises. For a moment he lost himself in her gaze. Not a good sign.
 
“And then what?” she asked.
 
He shrugged, suppressing the urge to step back from her now. “Maybe I’ll go back to being a reporter.”
 
“Or a chef.”
 
“Maybe.”
 
Neil tilted her head. “Which is why we’re not ever going to be lovers. I could never be with a man so irresponsible.” She pushed past him, heading for her pickup truck.
 
“At least I don’t try to act like a fifty-year-old woman.” Gib knew he was egging her on. He wasn’t ready for her to leave. Bad sign.
 
Neil stopped, and he thought she was going to turn around and he’d get another view of her pretty mouth before she ripped him a new one, but instead she went on again.
 
“Baking cookies for potlucks, for the weekly bingo tournament down at the senior center.” He rocked on his heels. “Raising money down at the church for the roof fund.” Gib hid his smile when she finally gave in and stalked back to him.
 
“That’s called being nice, thinking of others. Try it sometime—the horns on your head just might retract, which brings me to another reason why I would never sleep with you. You think of no one but yourself.”
 
He wanted to correct her, and that was a first. He usually didn’t care what someone thought of him, but at this moment the rich playboy was the last person he wanted to be. “How much you want to bet?”
 
She sucked in a deep breath, the temper slowly leaving her gaze, and still for a moment he lost himself in her eyes. Definitely not a good sign.
 
“Twenty bucks says you’re a cad through and through.”
 
“Fifty,” he threw back at her.
 
She narrowed her eyes, and the gleam told him he had her. “Twenty-five.”
 
Gib grinned, knowing that by the weekend he’d be twenty-five bucks richer. “Deal.”
 
*****

As Neil pulled up behind a pickup truck that looked even more beat up than hers, she concluded she needed to go to Gamblers Anonymous. Once again she’d been pulled in by that arrogant lift of Gib’s mouth and had made a bet that was going to put another dent in her monthly budget.
 
Gib had called her earlier that Saturday morning and told her to meet him at Grayson Park, located in Linton. The Grayson parking lot had been stuffed with cars and the first available space was three blocks away. In her thin leather coat and low-heeled boots, Neil had more than one bone to pick with herself by the time she crossed the parking lot in the fifty-degree weather. Okay, so maybe she had expected a nice picnic with cheese and wine, might have even preened a little for being right.
 
Hell, she’d be twenty-five bucks richer, because the romantic action would not have fallen under the heading of thinking of someone else. Little Gib didn’t count.
 
What are you doing? You should be at home or, better yet, work. Gib only fit into her life because of the house she was building for him, a job she was being paid to do, a job that would allow her to move on, finally.
 
She had stopped, ready to turn around, when a steady chant of “Ti-gers! Ti-gers!” urged her on across the graveled lot. She stopped abruptly at the edge of the field. The bleachers were filled to capacity.
 
Her gaze strayed past the tall metal fence to where kids in baseball gear clustered together on the infield, but her attention was caught by a female voice yelling, “Coach Gib!” She turned in time to see the loudmouth standing at the top bleacher, waving towards the dugout where, as Neil followed the woman’s gaze, Gib emerged, clad in jeans and a red-and-white shirt with “Tigers” printed on the front.
 
“How ya doing today, Linda?” he yelled back.
 
He smiled up at the woman, and Neil feared for the woman’s safety. When would the man learn you couldn’t smile at a woman like that and expect her to stay sane?
 
“I want to know, when can Jimmy play again?”
 
Gib took off his hat and scratched his head. “I’ve told you. When his grades get better. It’s not always about winning.”
 
“But Gib, listen…”
 
He shook his head while motioning for her to come to him. By the time Linda stood in front of him, he had spotted Neil with a furtive glance. “Next week report cards come home. He can play again if his grades are better. You can wait that long, and you really should have waited until after the game to talk to me. Yelling is uncivilized.”
 
“I’m anything but,” the woman said.
 
Gib chuckled, and then his gaze clashed with Neil’s. She felt rooted to the spot, as unadulterated desire filled his eyes. Neil held her breath, waited for the aversion she should have been feeling. His smile widened.
 
A shaky breath escape as Neil realized she didn’t feel anything but hot from the appraisal of his gaze as Gib sauntered toward her. She licked her lips, thinking, Maybe, just maybe. No. Yes. No.
 
“Dammit,” Neil muttered.
 
“Glad you could make it. I would offer you a seat in the dugout, but us boys can get pretty messy down there.” He leaned into her, sniffing the air. “You put on perfume.”
 
Neil jerked her shoulder, hoping she didn’t look guilty. “I guess you’ve won the bet. I expected you to try to get me alone.”
 
“Soon enough.”
 
Someone else yelled, “Coach Gib,” and he looked toward the voice and then sighed. “I’ll catch up with you after the game.” He checked his watch. “I saw the other side’s pitcher. He has arms like a spaghetti noodle. We should be winning in about two hours, at the most.”
 
Neil shook her head. She hadn’t been that far off about him. “I thought winning wasn’t everything?”
 
“It’s not, but when you can, it won’t hurt to do it.”
 
“From the know-it-all lilt in your voice, you don’t lose often.”
 
He placed his hat back on his head, giving her the smile that made her itchy. “Now if only you would learn that, you’d stop betting against me. Gotta go.”
 
Neil watched him strut back to the dugout. Almost instantly, Linda stood in front of her. At the top of the bleachers she had looked petite, short. She wasn’t. She stood at least four inches over Neil, and every curve was plump.
 
“Hi, I’m Linda, and I’m far from outspoken—I’m downright nosy.” She smiled as she said it. “And you are the first woman who has come here childless that Gib’s paid attention to for more than three moments.” She leaned forward. “What love spell did you weave over Gib?”
 
Unsure of how to answer, Neil shook her head. “Gib’s not in love with me.”
 
Linda tilted her head, and the blonde ponytail that had been hidden under her ball cap escaped through the opening at the back. “Not yet, but there is definitely potential.”
 
Neil’s chest became heavy with the thought. “I’m just building a house for him.”
 
She didn’t like the way Linda raised her eyebrow, because it reminded her she shouldn’t even be here. Watching Gib coach his Little League baseball team didn’t put up walls to a house.
 
“That’s fine, also,” Linda said. “Since it looks like it’ll be a short game today, why don’t you sit up top with the girls and me?” Neil followed the finger that pointed to three women, all different shapes and sizes, who looked ready to make a ruckus on the top bleacher. She would rather have invited herself to the Spanish Inquisition.
 
“Come on,” Linda urged. “We’ll give you the dish on Coach Gib. We’ve known him for years.” Neil turned her gaze to Gib. He was rounding up the team, looking at home, looking right, far from the arrogant man she had pegged him to be.
 
“How long has he been coaching Little League?” Linda smiled, accentuating the laugh lines on her face. “That-a-girl, but I don’t know that one. Barbara, the red-headed one, does.”
 
Neil ignored the little voice inside, asking her again what the hell she was doing, and dug her sunglasses from her pocket, shoving them on.
 
“Lead the way.” The nerves in her stomach turned into lead when one of the women cackled, “Fresh meat.” The voice was deep and the tone dry.
 
“Anna, stop it. Barb, Janice, this is Neil. She wants to know more about Coach Hottie.” The one Linda indicated as Anna looked her up and down. “Do you work?”
 
“Construction.” Moving her shoulders, Neil tried not to let her temper get in the way of knowing more about Gib. It was to appease her curiosity. Right?
 
“Ever married?” 
 
“Anna!” Linda admonished.
 
“What?” Anna replied, her short black hair ruffling in the small breeze. “We all love him in some way, and we don’t want anybody breaking his heart, unless they intend to fix it right afterwards.” The four women shared a look, then pinned her with a stare.
 
“We’re in a business relationship, that’s all. I want to know more about him for work,” Neil said.
 
Janice made a sound of disbelief. Barbara shot a glare toward her, but began talking. “About six years ago, the school district hired three coaches, for baseball, football, and basketball. The school district stepped out on a limb, given its financial situation. Of course, soon after that, the superintendent took off with all the money.”
 
“I thought it was the principal,” Linda interrupted.
 
“The superintendent used to be the principal before he got the raise.”
 
There ensued a short argument. Neil watched, amazed at the by-play. Janice mumbled into her drink and Anna rolled her eyes, while Barbara and Linda made jerky movements at each other until they agreed.
 
“Are you guys done?” Neil asked with a laugh.
 
“Oh, sorry. Where was I?” Barbara asked.
 
“The superintendent ran off with the money,” Neil helped.
 
“Right. Anyway, Gib was catering the benefit to welcome the coaches when he overheard that the district would only be able to pay the coaches for a year before they would have to be laid off. Rumor got around and one of the coaches left. Gib, being Gib, stepped in, helped find a superintendent, raised money for the district, and filled in as coach.” Barbara shrugged. “He’s never been fired from his position.”
 
“Hard to fire someone you don’t pay,” Janice added.
 
Thinking of the twenty-five dollars she owed him, Neil said, “Yeah, but he makes his own way.”
 
“You’ve been betting against him, haven’t you?” Barbara accused.
 
Neil’s face must have been filled with shock, because the next moment all the women were laughing.
 
“If I didn’t know him better, I would offer to take him to Gamblers Anonymous. He used to try to take each one of our husbands to the bank.”
 
Remembering the “Coach Hottie” comment, Neil defended herself. “I thought you guys were interested in him in a, you know.…” She felt her face flush.
 
“Like the saying says, we’re married, not dead,” Janice replied.
 
Barbara elbowed her and continued talking. “Since I don’t know you, I’ll take you to a GA meeting for the simple fact that you keep on falling for it. How much have you lost so far?” 
 
“A couple of bucks.” 
 
Linda spoke up. “I heard she lost two hundred bucks in a pool game to him. And…” She paused. “She kissed him.”
 
Neil scowled. “You’re in a completely different town. How do you know that?”
 
Anna pffted softly. “My husband works at the bar. He was there that night, and he told me that kiss was pretty steamy.”
 
“I’m sure Gib breathing on any part of a woman is bound to have her head explode,” Linda added.
 
All four women leaned forward, waiting for details. Neil knew what they wanted. “Sorry, ladies, but he kisses like a fish.”
 
There was a pregnant pause. Then they all burst into laughter. Other parents turned around, reproach in their eyes, but the women didn’t even notice.
 
Barbara swung an arm around Neil’s shoulder. “You’ll do for our Gib.” For some reason the compliment made her smile.
 
*****

“I heard you got along pretty good with the girls up top.” Gib said, sliding his hand around her waist and pulling her closer.
 
The warmth from his body sent off signals in her brain, and she didn’t mind the message they were sending. She felt loose and relaxed from being a part of the group of women. The one who had paid closest attention to the game was Anna, and usually it was with her cue that they would yell or cheer.
 
“We bonded, in a way.”
 
His hand on her hip felt too comfortable. She moved away from him, reminding herself they had a work relationship. By itself, it was telling that she had to remind herself.
 
She put more distance between them. “More importantly, they gave me the scoop on you.”
 
“All you had to do was ask me, to get the lowdown.”
 
It hadn’t occurred to her. “Sometimes you need a woman’s point of view.”
 
He stopped in front of her car. “Have you decided on me yet?” 
 
The ball cap tilted backwards made him look incredibly sexy. She didn’t want him. Couldn’t want him, she mentally corrected herself. But she wasn’t blind either.
 
“You’re not too bad. Sadly, you’re still irritating beyond belief.”
 
“You don’t look like you want to punch me anymore, so that must mean something.”
 
She chuckled softly, pulling her keys from her pants pocket. They trembled in her hands. She wanted to touch his face. She wanted to feel the curve of his mouth beneath her hands.
 
“Since you won like you predicted, both the game and the bet, how about a pizza to celebrate?” She gripped the keys to steady her hands. It was okay for her to socialize. Eating with him wouldn’t crumble the world she’d built for protection. Right? “That should cover the twenty-five bucks I owe you.”
 
He leaned into her, sniffing the air around her again. “Give me a moment to think. The smell of your perfume is killing me.” He stepped back, his gaze looking clouded. “Maybe I can get you to kiss me this time.”
 
“Don’t bet on it, Fish Lips.” Neil knew she had to mean it, because her past was at stake if she didn’t.
 


CHAPTER 7

“Today is not my day.” Neil said, low enough only she could hear the words.
 
Everything seemed to have gone wrong. The schedule for the guest house was shot. Pulling out the earpiece from her cell phone, she placed the phone to her ear the old-fashioned way. “You can’t get that Austin stone here until when? I know Texas isn’t that far.”
 
“I’m sorry, but the order was sent to the wrong address.” Greg owned the business that was supposed to supply them with the stone. He didn’t sound sorry, he sounded irritated he had to deal with her.
 
“I figured that out when the shipment got here and all that was in it were red bricks.”
 
“Look, it’s going to take a week for it to get to you.” Feeling the need to scream in frustration, she told herself to stay professional. “It’s not the date we agreed on, but that’s fine as long as it gets here by then, no later.”
 
“These things happen in construction. Don’t you know that?”
 
His implication wasn’t lost on her: Silly woman, not knowing what you’re doing. She took a deep breath. “I understand the reason for the delays.” Not really, you incompetent S.O.B. “But this is inconvenient.” She wanted to point out it was his fault, but figured that would just make him take longer to get her order sent correctly. 
 
“I’m going to send some men to come pick up the other order. Don’t worry about it, little lady. 
 
You’ll get used to these things.”
 
Before she could retort, the phone clicked in her ear. She flipped it shut and put her head down none too gently on the hood of her truck. She told herself cursing wouldn’t cure her frustration, nor would screaming ease the anger. It didn’t stop her from kicking the bumper, however.
 
“Well, I’m glad the anger’s not aimed toward me.” Neil turned at Gib’s voice.
 
Her frustration and anger were replaced with pleasure, then irritation. She hadn’t known what Gib meant by “hands on” until he started showing up every day like an employee. Neil had hoped after the baseball game that he’d leave her to do her job. Instead, he felt like a co-manager. He wanted to bounce back ideas, she wanted to get the work done. The worst part was, he trusted her to do the best job she could do.
 
It would have been easy to put up a wall between them if he hadn’t trusted her so. Neil wanted to lean on him, because she knew she could. A part of her wanted that so badly. If she told herself Gib was a part of the team, then it’d be okay to share the burdens. She had so many of her own that maybe it would be all right to share the ones that were work-related.
 
“My anger isn’t directed toward you today, but you’ll be just as mad after I tell you what that jerk Greg said.” She explained it to him, feeling better as his expression changed. When she was done, he cursed just as she had wanted to do, earlier.
 
“My exact thoughts. What do you want me to do?”
 
He settled himself beside her on the truck. He wore his signature white shirt, and it stretched comfortably across his chest when he stuffed his hands in his pockets. “I can’t picture the cottage any other way.”
 
“We’ll wait, then, and next time we’ll order from somebody who won’t tell me to not worry my pretty little head about his screw-up.”
 
Out of the corner of her eye she could see him grinning. “I’m surprised you didn’t reach through the phone and choke him.”
 
“I did have to remind myself to stay professional and not tell him to stuff it.”
 
Gib laughed, a big-bodied laugh that washed over her. “Well, I came here today for my usual visit, and I wanted to tell you that tonight I’ve got to fly out to San Francisco.”
 
She straightened. “What’s going on?” For the second time since she’d met Gib, he looked uncomfortable. “My father has summoned me. He wants to talk to me. I’m sure it’s about the business. It’s always about the business with him.”
 
The way he said it made her think there wasn’t much love lost between the two men. She hesitated, and then asked, “Do you think he’s sick again?”
 
Gib snorted. “His idea of sick is him being in a coma. That’s what it was the last time I took over the business for him.”
 
“I didn’t know that. It wasn’t in any of the papers.”
 
“My mother wanted it that way. My father’s paranoia rubbed off on her. Since he reinvented the wheel, per se, people have been trying to ruin my father’s businesses. It’s the reason why he’s so adamant that I take over, not an ‘outsider’ as he puts it.”
 
Reading between the lines always got her into trouble, but she couldn’t help thinking Gib wanted her to see the not-so-obvious. It made her realize things between them had already begun to change.
 
The part of her that longed for his companionship made her ask, “And you don’t want to?”
 
He ran a hand over his unruly hair. “Not taking over the business is not an option for me.”
 
What about what you want? Neil wanted to ask. She was about to voice her question when Jason pulled up beside them in his truck.
 
“Hey, Gib.”
 
Gib nodded, but didn’t move from his spot. Neil, glad for the interruption, went to the truck. She could feel herself getting pulled into Gib’s troubles. She was caring a whole lot more than what someone in a working relationship should feel. It was a pity. She had to admit to herself that she enjoyed the time they spent together—the business dinners that always felt like dates, the time he spent beside her during construction hours. More and more, her free time was being spent with him. Neil didn’t know how to deal with how she was feeling, she only knew it had to stop.
 
She told herself that the few steps to Jason’s truck were what she needed to get her head together. She could talk business without remembering how soft the lips were of the man talking to her. There would be relief that no images were conjured up by the sight of the man’s strong, capable hands.
 
She approached the truck and listened to Jason as he wondered what they needed to do with the shipment of red bricks. The mindless recitation of what would happen soothed her worries about getting too involved with Gib.
 
“Since putting up the stone is going to be delayed for a week, what do you want the men to do?” Jason asked. 
 
“Start on the interior, so when the shipment finally comes, all we have to do is put it up and the cottage will be done. Oh, and the men can go off to lunch in twenty.”
 
“Cool. See you later.” Jason waved goodbye to them both and made a quick u-turn to the main site on the hill.
 
Neil turned back to Gib. He faced facing the cliffs, looking lost in thought. Her throat constricted with an emotion she couldn’t easily ignore. Despite her belief in staying out of other people’s family business, she couldn’t help but ask the question she’d wanted to ask him earlier.
 
“Have you enrolled in architectural school?”
 
His focus went slowly back to her and he blinked a few times before answering. “I went by my old school and talked to the dean of the division, Perkin Stanley.”
 
She smiled. Only he would be on a first-name basis with the dean of California Institute of Architecture. “I only have to do one more semester before I can be licensed.”
 
Her brows rose, surprised at his answer. “I thought you had a long way to go.”
 
“Yes and no. A semester can feel like a lifetime, when you have other pressing matters that need attention.”
 
“Such as having a father in a coma, and running two multi-billion-dollar businesses.”
 
“I’ll get around to doing it. I should only be gone for two days, at the most.” She’d finally get a break from him. Why wasn’t she happier with the news? “You’ll be back Monday?”
 
Gib nodded. “I want you to go with me.”
 
Neil’s heart lept into her throat. “I’m not like you. I don’t have the funds to go off and travel.” Knowing she wanted to go, Neil grabbed for other excuses. “I have a job to do here. The men and I…”
 
He put a finger to her lips, stopping the flow of nervous chatter. “The men and you don’t have to work seven days a week. Plus, Linny would get grumpy if I told him about all the overtime you guys are putting in over here.”
 
He rubbed his thumb across her lower lip. Her tongue yearned to flick out and taste it. Neil wanted to see his eyes darken with the same want she felt. He took back his thumb and her breath shuddered out.
 
He continued speaking as though the action had been nothing more than a touch. “As you never let me forget, I have globs of money. My father is sending the jet for me. All you have to do is pack. I’m probably going to need a shoulder to whine on, after I meet with my father.”
 
He would be low enough to psychologically blackmail her. She wanted to go, which was enough evidence for her to say no. But she was curious now. Who were his parents? How did they raise him? She wanted to know more about Gib, which was the second point of evidence that she shouldn’t go. “Is this trip strictly for pleasure on my part?”
 
“Depends on you.”
 
If it were up to her hormones, they would be in the back of her truck right that moment. He was close enough for her to feel the hair along his arm. The tingle moved through her, making her feel dizzy and hot despite the cool weather. She wanted him to soothe the deep ache he ignited inside her and, because she did, Neil moved from him, needing to decide with a somewhat clear head.
 
There wasn’t any reason to lie to herself. She wanted more from the relationship with Gib, but what? Sex with him would be uncomplicated. It was the companionship he silently offered her each time they were together that would make things extremely complicated. With that added to sex, trouble would be on the horizon, at least on her part.
 
“Neil, it’s just a trip to San Francisco. If you’re polite on the plane ride, I’ll take you somewhere nice.”
 
“I’m always nice to you,” she said, matching his playful tone, but she had heard something else in his voice.
 
She met Gib’s gaze head-on, and the same nameless emotion she’d heard was in his eyes. The quiet outreach for her to understand, the appeal that Neil couldn’t deny. “Since I doubt I’ll ever get another chance to ride on a private jet, I’ll go.”
 
He placed a hand on her forearm and, for a moment, she doubted her decision. “Thank you.”
 
She nodded. “What are friends for?”
 
His eyes darkened, letting her know that “friends” was what they could never be.
 
*****

Gib couldn’t explain why he had asked Neil to go with him to San Francisco. They didn’t have a sexual relationship—yet. She continued to intrigue him, and maybe that explained one part of the why.
 
The reason was basic and carnal. He wanted to touch every inch of her, but she wouldn’t let him. He knew from the looks they shared, the way she held her breath when he’d get close to her, that Neil wanted him in equal measure. It was the best damn game of cat and mouse he’d ever played, but that wasn’t all of it, and that was what worried him.
 
He extracted pleasure from making her sneer, making her laugh, a deep, sultry laugh that belied her choice in clothing. He glanced at her sleeping form, huddled in loose jeans and a shirt.
 
The clothes hid every feminine attribute, and still he found her sexy. He took one of those wild curls of hair and twirled it around his finger.
 
His stomach clenched in that all-too-familiar feeling, as if he were on a roller coaster right before the big drop. Yes, he felt desire. What baffled Gib most was why he didn’t push the situation. He could use charm to ease her, buy her gifts to woo her, make her feel more than a woman, a goddess. Each time Gib decided to go that route, he hesitated.
 
She stirred, and he quickly relinquished his gentle hold on the soft curl of hair. She didn’t wake, leaving his thoughts to run free without interruption. His only explanation for wanting her to come with him was to ease the ache, to have an anchor after his meeting with his father.
 
He already knew how it would go. They’d exchange pleasantries. His father, a robust man, would settle himself into the gray leather chair in his study by the fire. He would inquire in a mild way about his future, then he’d pick his weapon of choice—guilt. From the way Neil didn’t talk about her mother or father, Gib knew she’d understand.
 
Her father had been an incredible painter, and parents like that were hard on a child. Expectations were raised to a higher bar, and it could explain her reasons for going into construction. Neil would know, she would understand. But the explanation still left him edgy. Neil stirred again, but this time her eyes opened. She stretched lazily, allowing him a view of her abdomen. Smooth, brown, beautiful, and—his eyes widened with surprise.
 
“Your belly button is pierced.”
 
Self-consciously she covered it. “Why do you sound like you just found out a dirty secret of mine?”
 
He grinned, knowing he had. “Because you don’t look the type. My, my, I’ll be damned.” His mind filled with visions of her wearing only the small ringed stud.
 
“I’m sure you have a couple of tattoos,” she retorted.
 
In his mind’s eye, he could still see the diamond glinting in the artificial light. “No, I don’t.” The piercing was more telling than anything she might have said. “We have three minutes before landing. Let me give you the rundown.”
 
She nodded, situating her shirt. “What hotel are we staying at?”
 
“No hotel. My parents’ home. Now, don’t freak out. My parents are decent people and they will ensure we stay in different rooms.” He knew that wasn’t her cause of discomfort, but continued. “Business is always first. The meeting will be as soon as we get there, but then my mother will pull us into the dining room for dinner.”
 
“What’s your mother like?”
 
His smiled warmed. “Far from soft spoken, anything but staid, and she’s the reason why my father and I can be civil in a warm way.”
 
She bit her lip. “Why don’t you and your father get along?”
 
Gib took a deep breath. No woman he’d dated before had ever bothered to question him about his rocky relationship with his father. They’d wanted to know what trips he’d take them on, what size diamonds did he think they were worth, and how long before he’d drop them. Gib let the breath out slowly. He’d been waiting for Neil to ask for an explanation. He was relieved that she finally had. He and Neil weren’t dating, exactly, but it still mattered that she wanted to know.
 
“It was a given that, after I got my MBA, I would stake my claim in the business, show more than a fleeting interest. As I’ve told you, I’ve done everything but that. In the past three years I’ve worked as a bartender, a chef again, and when my uncle Jeffery caught the flu pretty bad I handled his clients.”
 
“What does he do?”
 
“He’s a stockbroker.”
 
Her eyes lit with amusement. “Let’s not forget your most recent position at The Linton Herald.”
 
“Correct. Dad’s not too unhappy about all the money that didn’t necessarily go to waste. He is bothered by the education that grows dust by the year.”
 
“Same thing as saying you wasted his money.”
 
Neil frowned. She was displeased on his behalf, and the thought made him feel warm. As the plane bumped and jolted, Gib lifted the shade and looked out. “That was quick.”
 
A minute later, the pilot informed them they could deplane. Gib grabbed both bags and didn’t continue the conversation. Neil’s discomfort was obvious as she settled into the limousine waiting for them.
 
“I feel underdressed in this thing. Is this how you always travel?” Neil’s face was flushed, her wild black curls stubbornly fighting the hair band.
 
Gib hesitated, then reached over and pulled out the band, meeting her gaze and challenging her to say something. She didn’t. “I only travel this way when I’m going home, but I have an idea. This way you won’t feel uncomfortable, and if things get ugly you won’t be there to witness it.” He pushed a button on the console between them.
 
“Yes, sir?” The driver’s voice came from the speaker next to the sunroof.
 
“Hey, James, how’s the wife?”
 
“Expecting.”
 
“Who’ll be the fifth member of the clan? I’m sure you already have a name picked out.” He smiled when Neil’s eyes widened. She held up five fingers in disbelief. He leaned forward to whisper in her ear and was pleased when he felt her shiver. “That’s not counting the two miscarriages she had in their first year of marriage.”
 
“The name will be Jameson, and that’s for either sex,” the driver replied.
 
“How long have they been married?” she whispered.
 
Gib shrugged at her question. “And how long have you guys been married, again?”
 
“Fifteen years this coming summer. Quit being rude and introduce me to your young lady. Mrs. Victoria is going to be ecstatic. This is the first woman you’ve brought home since the senior dance in—hmm, it’s been a few years, since then. My, Gib, you’re getting old.”
 
“Thanks for the welcome home, and her name is Neil Sullivan. I need you to drop me off at the house and then take her to my mother’s boutique.” Chuckling at her expression of horror, he admonished, “Don’t hyperventilate. She’s not there at this hour, but her assistant, Tiffany, will be. Just have her call me when you get there, so arrangements can be made for the bill.”
 
“You don’t have to do all this for me. I can be comfortable in my jeans.”
 
“No, you won’t. You’ve been pulling at them ever since I told you we’d be staying at my parents’ house. I want you relaxed. Plus, what are friends for?” Repeating her words back at her, he had the satisfaction of watching her eyes narrow. Then, though it seemed hard for her to speak, she thanked him.
 
Pleased, his voice went silken. “James, drop me off at the gate. Mom is probably in the greenhouse.”
 
“Will do.” The speaker made an audible buzz, then silenced.
 
The next moment, they pulled into a private drive, shaded and surrounded by oak trees. Nerves made his stomach tighten when the gates, and then the house, came into view. It could have been an immaculate replica of a dollhouse, the type of home displayed in magazines like House of Style or used as a backdrop in Garden Variety. Two stories high, it took up at least three acres, with an exterior painted a beautiful shade of yellow, light enough for someone to mistake it for white at night. It was home.
 
“Did you grow up here?” Neil asked, her voice filled with wonder.
 
“Had my diapers changed here, bought my first straight-blade razor here.” He pointed to the huge oak that blocked a full view of the house, leaning closer. “Got my first kiss shaded under those leaves. Maybe I can get another one from you there.”
 
She turned those eyes on him. “What’s the name of the girl who taught you to kiss like a trout?”
 
“Melenda Bradberry. I was twelve and she was thirteen. I am forever grateful.” He grinned at her mischievously. “It was my first that taught me most of the things that make your toes curl when I kiss you.”
 
The worry in her demeanor had vanished. “You can stand to learn a few more things.”
 
He laughed, letting some of his tension leak out with the laughter. “One of these days I’ll get you to admit that my kisses turn you into a puddle.” He opened the door.
 
Neil gripped the sleeve of his shirt, hazel eyes twinkling. “That’s a bet I can win.” 
 
“We’ll see. Dinner’s at 7:30. Don’t be late. James will bring you to where you need to go. Don’t worry about the bags.” He stepped out of the car, the feel-good feeling fleeting as he watched the car drive off.
 
*****

Victoria’s Boutique was a quick ten-mile drive from Gib’s home. The limousine didn’t seem out of place in the back parking lot, where the cheapest car was a Mercedes. What in the hell have I gotten myself into? Neil wondered for the hundredth time since she’d packed a small bag, no more than three hours ago, after letting the men leave early for their weekend.
 
In truth, she didn’t feel out of her depth, just out of practice. She had lived this life once, the life of privilege, with her parents, before everything started to go wrong. Neil closed her eyes to the memories.
 
First, it had been the deaths of her mother and her sister, then her father’s devastation, the endless months when he didn’t paint. When he realized she could and did paint, he’d been impressed with her talent. She thought of how he’d nurtured it, showing her every avenue of art—oils, pottery, watercolors.
 
She stared down at her hands, remembering it was then she had discovered the heady feeling of working with glass. In the end, that was what had made her useful with her hands. She reminded herself that those years, those secrets, had died the day her father went out to find inspiration on a rainy day and was hit by a car instead.
 
Now she lived well under her means, not wanting to draw any attention to herself. Gib probably thought her discomfort stemmed from not being a part of his economic class, but it was actually from the familiar feeling of everything being at your fingertips and all you had to do was grasp it—a feeling she no longer liked to feel, because she knew how easily everything could be ripped from that grasp.
 
“Ms. Sullivan, we’re here.”
 
“Thank you, James.” Lifting her chin, she scooted toward the door.
 
All she had now were her secrets, and in the dark was where they would stay. As Neil entered the boutique, a woman who looked to be in her mid-thirties stood at the counter, smiling at an older couple. The saleswoman could easily have walked onto a photo shoot for Elle without needing a wardrobe change.
 
Not a makeup expert, Neil nevertheless knew perfection and art when she saw it. The woman laughed at something the couple said and waved them goodbye a few moments later. Not yet ready to announce her association with Gib, Neil browsed through the racks.
 
The casual wear took up less than half the store. Elegant attire was the expensive majority. She’d been happy in jeans for so long, Neil wasn’t sure what would happen if she purchased a skirt just for the hell of it. After ten minutes of browsing, she was ready to leave the store and find the nearest Target. Wouldn’t it be amusing to pull up to Target in a limo?
 
“Hi, are you Neil?”
 
She turned toward the voice and it was the woman who’d been at the counter. Her cover blown, Neil nodded. “I’m not sure I should get anything from here. It’s really not my style.”
 
The woman tossed a thick mass of honey-colored hair over one shoulder while letting her chocolate-brown eyes rove over Neil. By the time those eyes got to Neil’s shoes, they were filled with disapproval.
 
“I’ll ask you one question. Well, three, then I’ll introduce myself. Do you feel sexy in what you are wearing? Or, even, do you feel like you can step outside right now and take over the world? Asking this question would really make it four, but, do you have an answer?”
 
Neil tilted her head. This woman definitely had to be a Winnfred relative, to be giving her the same railroaded sensation she always felt when making a bet against Gib. “No, to both questions, and none of these clothes fit my taste.”
 
“Excuse me for saying paint-splattered jeans should not be in someone’s everyday wear, even if the person does work in construction. Work clothes should be worn only at work. My name’s Tiff, short for Tiffany. I know I haven’t asked you the third question yet, but we’ll get to that.”
 
All this was said over her shoulder as she walked toward the door. Locking it soundly, she then pulled down the blinds. “First, we need to find out what you like. Do you enjoy any extreme sports? Oh, by the way, I’m Gib’s older cousin. I know all his dirty secrets, so if you need dirt, I can dish it for a price.”
 
“The craziest thing I’ve ever done, besides going on a date with your cousin, was jumping ten feet from a rickety swing when I was in elementary school.”
 
“Hobbies?”
 
“Reading and making things.”
 
“You already have the proper attire for that. I’m talking about do you like to dance? Have yoga classes on the weekend?”
 
“Lately I’ve been betting against Gib.”
 
“Reckless, dependable, and sexy with all that hair. I’m sure you guys are going out to dinner sometime before you leave. Here’s the last question, do you want Gib sputtering, drooling, or incoherent when he first sees you?”
 
“Since I do believe that every now and then a man has to be knocked senseless, I’ll say all three, but what I don’t want is to look in the mirror and wonder what happened to me.”
 
“Let’s add self-assured to the list and start shopping.”
 
An hour later, though satisfied with the purchases, Neil knew without a doubt that she had been railroaded. The woman was definitely related to Gib.
 


CHAPTER 8

As he entered the parlor, Gib felt a slight disappointment that he hadn’t caught his mother hard at work in the greenhouse, babying her petunias and white roses to be planted in the fall. Quelling the emotion, he headed past the circular staircase to his father’s study, absentmindedly taking in the familiar decor—the Victorian settees in the family room, the brandy-colored coffee tables in the hall, the beaded-shade lamps lighting his way, and the endless bookshelves that seemed to clutter every room with books and photos of his extensive family.
 
Gib stuffed his hands in his pockets as the low rumble of his father’s voice reached him in the hallway. His mother’s voice followed, and he stilled. Her Floridian accent sounded strained.
 
Rarely did they sit together in that room as husband and wife. His mother’s protest had always been that the room was too stuffy and inappropriate for being in a home, since the office should stay at work, a famous epithet of hers.
 
Being caught eavesdropping was the least of his worries as Gib stood outside the door and listened.
 
“I think it’s time he comes to the forefront of this business. He’s played around long enough, Victoria. He’ll be thirty-three in less than a year.”
 
“You promised me you wouldn’t pressure him, Winn.”
 
“And I haven’t, but you know why I am now. Not only is it time I retired, but it’s time he takes on responsibilities. When I was his age…”
 
“You were doing the back-breaking job of building up your company,” Victoria interjected.
 
“You had a wife and child to think of. Isn’t that why you worked so hard for what you have? So Gibland doesn’t have to. That was your intention.” Her voice softened. “You didn’t want your son to have to struggle like you did.”
 
“Yes, but I expected him to do something.”
 
Gib heard his mother sigh. “You shouldn’t take it personally that he hasn’t taken an interest in the businesses you’ve created. Let me point this out to you, and maybe you can understand where your son gets his wandering mind from. You bettered the strut in your spare time. In all honesty, that made you a millionaire. You didn’t have to do anything else.” Gib heard his father starting to interrupt, but his mother continued as if she didn’t hear him. “You were restless when you started the computer company, bored when you created your own brand of software, delusional when you spent six months helping me out at the boutique—but every single job you had, you enjoyed. Now it’s this retirement that’s gotten you all jazzed up.”
 
“It’s not the same, Victoria, and you know it.” She made a ladylike grunt. “I’m going to say this: before you demand he take over the company, ask him what he wants to do.”
 
Gib straightened at the sound of his mother’s heels on the hardwood floor. At the doorway, she smiled and turned to him, kissing his brow.
 
“You need to learn how to tiptoe.” She placed her hands on her hips. “How do you think I did?”
 
“You could have hit him where it hurts and brought up the year he took piano lessons.”
 
“The year I’ve been trying to erase out of my mind since it happened.” She looked behind him towards the door. “Where’s this young lady you’ve told me you were bringing home?”
 
“I sent her to your shop.”
 
Victoria tilted her head back and laughed. “You are going to owe me a million dollars when Tiff’s done with her. You know how she is to the unsuspecting. From the way you described Neil, I think your dear cousin is having a field day.”
 
“I wouldn’t underestimate Neil. She’ll find a pair of jeans in that store.”
 
His mother shook her head, sending the short bob of chestnut hair into a bounce. “You sent her to get a new wardrobe, not a new personality.”
 
“You’re quite right, Mother. And now I have to go talk to Father, before he breaks out the cigars.”
 
Victoria stepped back and inspected his face. “You know what he wants from you?”
 
“Yeah. I’m not sure I can kowtow. There is a reason why I haven’t come to work for him.”
 
“I know what I said in there, but I want you to think about accepting.”
 
Shocked at her statement, it took Gib a moment to reply. “Why?”
 
“I’m going to sound like your father—it’s your birthright. Take a minute to realize how much your father has put into this business before you step away from it. Consider the fact that you don’t have to be the one in complete control. You don’t have to make every decision. You can hire someone to do it.”
 
“You, of all people, know what it’s like to get pressured to do something you don’t want to do.”
 
His mother’s face softened into a smile. “My father wanted me to have an education before I got married, and he wanted me to stay in Orlando.”
 
“You did none of those things, so why are you asking me to do what’s expected of me?”
 
“Because it may be what you need. We’ve spoiled you.” Victoria said it with a that’s-it face.
 
“It is time for you do to something, but let it be something you love. It’ll be the best job you ever have. Go talk to your father. I’ll greet Neil when she gets here and help her get settled.”
 
He mumbled his thanks with a quick hug and was instantly enveloped by the smell of gardenias, the smell of comfort. Gib let her go reluctantly and entered the study. Surprisingly, there were no bookshelves in this room. A huge desk took up most of the space, along with a few reading chairs.
 
Centering the room was a large bay window, hung with heavy velvet curtains that could stave off the cold winter air. In front of the fireplace, where the infamous Monet hung, his father stood with his back to the door.
 
From the way he stood like a lord of the manor, he should have been wearing a velvet smoking jacket. Instead, he was steeped solely in this era, in a dark business suit. Gib couldn’t remember a time when his father had worn casual clothing. He always seemed to be in the business mode, almost as if he was afraid to be caught doing something unbusinesslike.
 
“Hello, Father.”
 
Winn turned, faced him. Though he was Gib’s father, they looked nothing alike. Winn’s hair was black and straight, always cut short and brushed back. His black eyes looked him over. “Ran into your mother in the hallway?”
 
Gib nodded and moved to the chair beside his father, not wanting this meeting to be too formal. “She warned me, as usual, what this meeting would be about, even though whenever you summon me it’s about the same thing.”
 
“You don’t come home voluntarily. You know your mother and I like you underfoot. It’s different—and better—having a grown child rather than one who likes to ride on your shoulders.”
 
Gib was grateful that he was already sitting down, because he would have felt the need to. This was a first, for his father to admit having genuine feelings that didn’t pertain to how his business was doing. “Are you dying from something?”
 
Winn sat in the chair across from Gib’s, chuckled. “Not in the way you’re thinking. I think the old workaholic in me is dying. I missed a lot while you were growing up. I didn’t pressure you as a teen, but I’m sure the pressure was there.” Winn unbuttoned his suit jacket.
 
Gib thought this was the most comfortable he’d ever seen his father. He stood and walked over to the hidden bar behind the Monet, got himself a neat brandy, then sat down again. “What brought all this introspection on?”
 
“Your mother’s been making noises about traveling. It’s hard to make any plans outside of work when there are ten meetings set up in an hour’s schedule. And that’s not including actually tending to the run-of-the-mill business and the emergencies. A vacation isn’t possible, knowing I have to keep my phone on.”
 
Gib thought of what his mother had said. “Why don’t you hire someone who can handle all the small stuff? Free up some of your time.”
 
“I have a son who is the smartest business man I know. Why would I need to hire outside the family?” Winn sighed. “I guess that’s the problem. I’ve never bothered to ask you to take over completely or work at Winnfred Automotive full time. I didn’t want to pressure you, but now it’s time I do. Are you still working at The Linton Herald?”
 
“Not at the moment. I’ve been busy trying to get my house built.”
 
“Isn’t the young lady you brought home the worksite manager?”
 
His mother never was the type to keep confidences. “Yes.”
 
His father rubbed at his beard, not speaking for a moment. “Before I offer you the job, I’m going to ask if there is anything else you want to do? Have you, as they say, ‘found yourself’?”
 
Winn’s tone made him laugh. “I’m not a hippie. You could say I have, but it won’t interfere with me taking over. If I decide to take over, I’ll find a way to juggle it.”
 
Winn’s black eyebrows rose with the quick acceptance. “I was sure I was going to have to bribe you into taking my job.” Frowning, he continued. “Why ‘yes’?”
 
“It’s not a yes, it’s a maybe.”
 
“Same damn thing, if you ask me.”
 
Gib took a sip from his glass and let the warmth of the alcohol go through him as he acknowledged within himself that it was indeed time he started to think about it. It wasn’t a secret he avoided coming home for this particular reason.
 
But what other option did he have? Go back to school and become an architect, until it bored him like everything else he tried to do? Maybe it had something to do with the way Neil laughed at his résumé.
 
No, for Gib, it went deeper than that. He’d noticed the dark circles under his father’s eyes, his openness about how he felt about his work now.
 
Though part of him was still hesitant, Gib knew what he had to do. Winn would blow his top, but, then again, Gib would be the boss. “I’ll do the job only under one condition.”
 
“You think that’s wise, to pressure me?”
 
Ah, there’s the businessman who raised me.
 
Gib fought the urge to smile. “What are you going to do, disown me? Disinherit me? I have my own money, despite what everyone thinks about me. I’m well off without your money. The question is, is this a battle you want to fight?”
 
Winn leaned back in his chair. Gib held his breath, then let it out slowly. His father was the best in his business. No matter what he planned for the future, Gib would respect what his father built.
 
“I can’t say I’m too happy about having a condition to handing over my business to you.”
 
“You haven’t even heard my condition,” Gib said, knowing that, when Winn did hear it, it might be amusing to watch his eyes bug out of his head.
 
“Let me hear it.”
 
“When I take over, I make all the decisions. There won’t be any ‘I change my mind’ going on and you taking over again. I want it all in writing. You’ll finally take Mom to the Bahamas like she’s been hinting at since I was twelve.”
 
He heard his mother, out in the hall, saying, “Yes!” At least he wasn’t the only one in the family to eavesdrop.
 
“What you need to understand is that I’m not a workaholic. Things are going to have to change when I take over the company.” His father sat mute. A first. “I’ll give you a few days to think about it. My guest is probably somewhere cursing my existence.”
 
Winn stood from his throne, looking none too happy about the discussion. Gib didn’t feel guilty for being pleased at having a hand in giving him that expression. It was about damn time he made some of the rules.
 
Winn clapped him on the back, then asked, “Is this young lady the reason why you’re here parading your tail feathers?”
 
“No, and maybe,” Gib answered honestly.
 
“When am I going to meet her?”
 
Gib smiled, knowing exactly what Neil was doing at the moment. “After she’s done wiping off half the makeup Tiff slapped on her.”
 


CHAPTER 9

Gib was going to die a very slow death, Neil thought, as she stepped out of the limousine onto the front steps. Gib had known exactly what he was doing when he sent her into what hell would be like if it was a fashion design school. Tiff flourished in her role as fashion consultant.
 
All Neil had really wanted were some clothes that didn’t have paint splatters. But, no, that wasn’t good enough. She had to have Dior dresses, and Chanel shoes to match—don’t forget the scarves, earrings, necklaces and, if sometime around the thirtieth outfit she didn’t have murder in her eyes, matching underwear.
 
It wasn’t the outfits she disagreed with, necessarily. She liked the soft cashmere sweaters, the linen pants that actually gave her a rear, but the sheer amount of stuff, packed in the limousine trunk and in the seats beside her on the ride back, was overwhelming. She’d look inconsiderate if she complained. What bothered her was the bill Tiff had scrupulously hidden from her curious eyes. It made her want to choke.
 
Once again she was beholden to Gib, bound to him in a way that made it too hard to just walk away if she had to. She had walked out of his mother’s clothing store with thousands of dollars’ worth of merchandise. Neil ran a hand through her hair, which Tiff had somehow gotten to remain untangled, soft not brittle, and shiny.
 
Beholden.
 
Dammit.
 
Pulling at the emerald sweater, she waited for James to escort her and the bags into the house. She wasn’t stepping foot in there alone.
 
“This is going to take me at least two trips,” James said. “But I’ll show you where to go now. Gib should be anxious to eat, after the meeting with his father.”
 
Surprised at the man’s boldness in telling the family’s business, she decided to oblige him to divulge the history. “Why is their relationship tense?”
 
James set the heavy bags down and leaned against the large white wooden door. “There are a number of reasons, the main one being that they are a lot alike. Gib tries not to be an uptight business man and Winn…”
 
“That’s his father’s name?” Neil asked, smiling. Maybe there was some truth to Freudian psychobabble.
 
“Actually, it’s his nickname. He tries not to be a wild child with no direction.” James, with his sturdy frame, lifted all the bags again. “The funny thing is, both of them are both. Gib is a ruthless business man, but he’s also considerate of others. I see him as a legitimate Robin Hood. Winn was bored the day he tweaked his suspension system, but he was smart enough to know that he had something. One day they’ll get along.”
 
When he shifted again, Neil stepped forward and took half the bags. His brown eyes widened in distress, but she shook her head. “I work in construction. A few pairs of shoes aren’t going to kill me if I carry them up a flight of stairs.”
 
He looked about to speak again, she walked past him and leaned against the door handle to open the door.
 
“I thought I heard voices out here on the patio,” a woman’s smooth voice said. To Neil’s embarrassment, she yelped in surprise, nearly fell into the foyer as the door opened, and bumped into James as she peddled back. The woman had hair the color of roasted chestnuts, just like Gib’s. Her feet were bare below the tailored slacks she wore with a flimsy red blouse.
 
James steadied Neil, then reached for the bags in Neil’s hand, not pausing even as she protested, breaking her eye contact with Gib’s mother.
 
“Let the man take them. It’s his job and you’re a guest. I see you enjoyed my little shop.”
 
“You’re Victoria?” Disbelief rang in her voice. She looked so carefree and young. “Gib’s mother?”
 
“I’m going to take that comment and run away with it.” She slung an arm through Neil’s and started down the hall toward the living room. “You think I’m too young to have a child Gib’s age. It’s all in the bone structure, sweetheart. Yours isn’t too bad, either.”
 
Not feeling violated by the woman’s outright appraisal of her face, Neil tried to take in the number of photographs and bookshelves in the room. One would have thought the room was overdone, but it worked. Light could filter in easily from the slanted sunroof and through the windows during the day. In the night hours the garden just outside would be well lit, showcasing the miles of wisteria. Startled by her hostess’s raised voice, Neil focused again on Victoria.
 
“I think you dazed off into La-La land for a moment. I’m going to tell you something I’m sure is going to scare you, but it needs to be said because, for one, I’m a woman, and, most importantly, I’m Gib’s mother. You are the first woman Gib has introduced to us since he grew a full beard. I know my son, and that must mean something.”
 
Neil didn’t know how to reply to the statement. Instead she said something she never thought she would ever in all her life say. “These heels are killing me. Do you mind if I sit down?” She indicated the wingback chair in front of the coffee table.
 
Victoria’s gaze was no longer critical. A smile softened her sun-darkened features. “Tiff made you try on the whole entire store?”
 
“Close enough. It surprises me I was only there an hour for her to torture me.”
 
“Do you like it?”
 
Neil frowned and looked down at what she had on. The jeans she wore settled on her frame somewhat like silk. The sweater was soft and warm and gave Neil the feeling she wasn’t wearing anything at all. It was thick enough for only her to know she wasn’t wearing matching bra and panties. Of course, she wasn’t going to tell Gib’s mother all that.
 
“It makes me feel like I’m not putting too much thought into what I’m wearing and still I look nice. Instead of looking like I didn’t put any thought into what I’m wearing.”
 
Victoria’s brown eyes glinted when she commented, “I see you found some jeans.”
 
Neil nodded, getting the feeling she had missed some joke. Before she could ask, Neil heard Gib’s voice in the hallway. Even with the forewarning nerves sent a trembled through her fingers. How would he react? Thankfully, she didn’t have to wait long to find out. As soon as Gib entered the room, his steps faltered. His expression was worth all the torture.
 
“Tiff wanted you to know that she still expects you to come by before we leave.”
 
Noticing all eyes were on him, his mother’s being amused, he crossed the room to Neil. “Did you enjoy yourself?”
 
“Enough so that I’m not too mad at you for leaving me there alone and unprotected from Tiff.”
 
He leaned forward and whispered in her ear, “You could have taken her.”
 
“Are you going to introduce me to your lady?” Winn said.
 
He stood next to Victoria, dwarfing her in size. He didn’t exactly have a beer belly, Neil thought, but it was a small imitation of one. His posture was straight, his eyes dark and impenetrable. She could understand how he had gotten ahead in the business world. His gaze was a look of pure admiration, not in a way that made her uncomfortable, but as if he approved.
 
She found herself smiling at him. “I can speak for myself. Neil Sullivan.”
 
He took her hand, squinting at her face. “Any relation to Nathanial Sullivan?”
 
Neil visibly tensed at the question. She made sure to keep the smile on her face. “He was my father.”
 
Winn, oblivious of her discomfort, said, “I think we have at least six of his paintings in this house alone. The period after your mother died was his greatest accomplishment.”
 
Her voice cooled. “Some would say that.”
 
Victoria checked her watch. “Dinner should be ready by now. Let me go check.” She said it looking directly at Winn.
 
Neil read the silent cue, and for that she liked Victoria more. It took Winn a moment to get her implication. When he did, he said, “Uh, let me go help.”
 
Neil chuckled as they left. “Could they be a little less obvious?”
 
Gib settled on the arm of the couch. “Not my mother. Sometimes it amazes me that she was brought up by uptight parents. She walks around barefoot at most functions and has a sense of humor that won’t quit.”
 
The stiffness in her shoulders softened at his words. “You sound like you love your mother very much, but it also sounds like your mother never stopped being a beach bum.”
 
“A very classy beach bum. How did Tiff talk you into wearing cashmere?”
 
He somehow knew any discussion of her father was off limits, and Neil respected him more for it. “Let’s talk about that visit.” That mischievous grin of his was back, stopping her tirade. “What is it?”
 
“You look beautiful, but you still have something to gripe about. It’s so you, and I like it for some reason.” Gib stood and walked to Neil, offering her his arm, then pulling her to him. “My parents are probably thinking we’re necking on the couch,” he murmured, precariously close to her now, though his lips didn’t touch her skin. His breath ruffled the hair around her ear. Neil bit her lip in anticipation, praying that she wouldn’t become a puddle on the floor. He straightened, and to Neil’s surprise she was very disappointed. “She sprayed you with something, too. What’s the name of it?”
 
“Ardor.”
 
“I won’t disagree.”
 
He was close enough to kiss, and, damn, that’s exactly what she wanted to do. Her palms were moist with the thought. She leaned in closer to him, his gaze met hers, and that little buzz of desire turned into a swarm of bees, milking honey into her every pore. She brushed her lips against his and, before she could taste him, Victoria’s laughter sounded at foyer’s opening.
 
“Winn, you owe me twenty bucks.”
 
Gib winced, placing his head on hers. “Later,” he promised, and secretly Neil hoped so.
 
*****

Dinner with the Winnfreds had been fun, Neil thought, as she put on a terrycloth robe. Gib’s parents didn’t allow her to feel awkward for being caught almost kissing their son. Winn joked about it, and Victoria’s laughter made it easy to join in.
 
Gib seemed to draw within himself, contemplative, so unlike the man she had gotten to know over the past few months. It was completely against her rules to become attached, but she wanted him to confide in her. She was sure his mood had something to do with the meeting he’d had with Winn. She would have asked, but Victoria’s staunch rule not to talk about business at the table prevented her from doing so.
 
Situating herself on the edge of the king-size bed, Neil considered the options. She could wait until morning, or she could put on this thick moisturizing cream Tiff had also foisted on her and sneak down to Gib’s room at the end of the hallway.
 
A hundred percent sure that wanting to know what had been said between the two men would keep her up all night, Neil crossed the room to the walk-in closet and found the most modest nightgown. It was a beautiful red, slick material that stopped at the end of her toes, and her breasts—what there was of them—were also covered. Her best plan of action would be to knock once for consideration, barge in, and then interrogate. Pushing her shoulders back, she headed for the door and opened it. She bit back the scream. Gib stood leaning against the door jamb.
 
“I was hoping to wake you up, with a pout and looking sexy, wanting to finish what you started in the living room.” He looked handsome in his oversized pajama bottoms and was prudent enough to have on a tank top.
 
“I thought about it. I don’t think your mother wants to hear you screaming my name. How did your meeting go?”
 
Gib shifted, glancing down the hallway. “Put your robe on, and some shoes. I want to show you something. I’ll wait for you by the stairs.” Neil frowned, wanting to pressure the truth out of him but knowing she couldn’t until he felt ready.
 
It took her less than five minutes to ditch the nightgown and pull on jeans, a shirt and some espadrilles. Even at this late hour the air was warm, and thick with mosquitoes. Neil and Gib walked silently beside each other until they reached the oak by the gated entrance.
 
The leaves rustled, a soothing, swishing sound. A blanket lay beside the trunk of the tree. With her hand in his, Neil sat down next to him on it. “Is this what…” Her question was silenced with a kiss.
 
He buried his hands in her hair, and she was glad Tiff had made it soft and shiny. She closed her eyes and let the taste of him fulfill her. The passion of it made her feel heady, like too many glasses of wine, but it felt so good to let him. She kissed him back, meeting and challenging his desire with her own.
 
He sank his teeth gently into her bottom lip, and the sensation warmed her all the way to her toes.
 
With his mouth over hers, Neil didn’t want to think about why she shouldn’t be doing this, why it wouldn’t be good for her. It felt good to her, so why shouldn’t she? A satisfied moan broke from her lips. Gib deepened the kiss, taking her over the edge, and in that moment she never wanted him to let go. She wanted him to talk her into letting him take control, letting her enjoy being feminine, letting her get lost in this simple mating ritual. She gripped a handful of his hair, regretting the moment when common sense finally prevailed and forced her to break the kiss. He pulled back from her, his features encased in the darkness.
 
“Is that why you brought me out here?” She hated how the anger filled her words. “We can’t do this. I work for you.” She had to put the boundaries back up or everything she had worked for, everything she had tried to leave behind, all the sacrifices she had made, would be in vain. 
 
Gib shook his head as if in a daze. “I wanted to tell you I’m going to take over the business. The kiss was…” He frowned and didn’t continue.
 
Neil spaced her words slowly, not wanting him to see how upset she was by the news. “And what about architectural school?”
 
“It can wait.”
 
“Again.”
 
Gib leaned back against the tree trunk. “I can’t explain it right now, but I wanted you to know. By Monday, the papers will be signed and I’ll have complete control over both businesses. I’ll be in a suit, a tie, the whole nine.”
 
Neil told herself not to care. It was his life, and she wasn’t a part of it. Hadn’t she just reminded him of what their relationship should be? They were associates, not friends, nor lovers. “Is that what you want?”
 
His laugh was short. “No, but it’s going to allow me to do what should have been done ages ago. Let’s get back to that kiss now.” As if the subject was brushed aside, he pulled her closer to him.
 
Neil shrugged him off. “What are you going to do with it? I can’t believe—not even someone like you would sell his father’s business.”
 
Gib’s stiffened at her comment. “What do you really think of me, Neil? Am I still the rich playboy? I thought you knew me better than that.”
 
Because the words stung, she straightened and pulled back farther. “The blueprint of your house was detailed. Doing something that in-depth isn’t a hobby. You don’t walk away from something you love to do, if you don’t have to.”
 
Why didn’t Gib see how precious a gift he had? If she were in his shoes—no, she wasn’t, and she’d accepted that. She’d chosen this life and she would damn well swallow the regrets.
 
“I need you to trust me on this one thing.” He let out a frustrated sigh. “I know what I’m doing. For the first time in years, I feel right about something. I’m not running from this. The first day of the spring semester, I will be enrolled to finish my degree.”
 
Neil was too far in to untangle herself. “I’ll hold you to your word, you know.”
 
“I know. That’s why I told you.” He leaned against the tree trunk. “Wanna neck?”
 
Neil laughed. “Do you ever think of anything else?”
 
“Not when I’m with you.”
 
And that’s what worried her most.
 


CHAPTER 10

Much to Neil’s horror, she had to return to Victoria’s Boutique to find a dress for the gala. 
 
Never had Neil thought she’d find herself outside those store doors again, definitely not the very next day. Going back was the only option after Gib reminded her earlier the benefit they were expected to attend that evening.
 
Steeling herself with a deep breath outside the door, she pushed it open. Somehow the shop didn’t seem as dreary with the other shoppers crowding at the racks, young and old, individuals and small groups, each crooning over a skirt or a shirt or a jacket.
 
Neil ducked to the back when she saw Tiff stationed at the register and made it up the stairs, thankfully, before she was caught by Victoria. A jazz song filled the room, echoing against the hardwood floors. Victoria hummed with the tune as she rearranged the elegant dresses. The walls were covered with material that either shimmered or glittered in the low light. Neil shifted her shoulders at the thought she was going to leave with something like that on.
 
She took a deep breath before she spoke. “Victoria, I’m going to need a dress.”
 
“My son sent you here to spend more of his money?” Her hair swung when she shook her head sadly. “You would think that boy had a hole in his pocket, the way he spends.”
 
Neil felt her face flush with anger. “I’m not making him do it
 
Victoria frowned at the tone. “Is that what you think I mean?”
 
“You are his mother, and I’m just some woman he brought home.”
 
Victoria’s bare feet were soundless as she moved toward Neil. “Gib brought you here because you mean something to him. I won’t butt in more than I already have, so I’ll leave it at that. There’s one thing you need to understand. Money, for Gib, is a way to show how he feels. Money itself doesn’t mean anything to him. Yes, he gets satisfaction in winning it, seeing it grow in his portfolio, but if you ask him how much he donated to charities, he would say, ‘My time is more important than the amount.’ Let me ask you, do you think a man like that is careless about who he brings home to his parents?”
 
Neil thought she had a temper, but this one could cut as cool as hers did hot. She considered the words for a moment and had to shake her head. “He’s not the type.” She smiled a little. “He’s been coaching a little league baseball team for free for a couple of years.” And I love him for it, she added silently. Neil placed an unsteady hand over her stomach with the thought.
 
As if reading the emotion in her eyes, Victoria nodded. “Let’s find you something sexy to wear that will make him drool and beg a little. My boy is so arrogant at times.”
 
Neil grimaced. “As his mother, should you be trying to set him up like that?”
 
Victoria laughed. “I’m not putting any thoughts into his head that aren’t already there. Have you looked at yourself lately?” She waved her hand in the air at the rhetorical question. “I’m constantly telling him he should be more humble.” She headed for the racks and started pulling dresses out. “I should have never let him win at blackjack against me when he was five.” Victoria laughed at Neil’s gasp. “What? It taught him his numbers and how to count.”
 
Gibland Winnfred the Third was really starting to make sense. “I’m not sure what I’m looking for. I haven’t needed to wear anything formal in years.”
 
“Don’t worry. I taught Tiff everything she knows.” She handed Neil the pile of dresses in her hand.
 
An idea began to form in Neil’s mind. “If you can teach Tiff to be a bulldog with sales and teach a five-year-old blackjack, how would it be to teach blackjack to someone my age?”
 
This time Victoria’s laugh was quick and filled with mischief, “Oh, I am really starting to like you.”
 
*****

“Gib, have you decided whether you’re going to marry Neil?” Winn asked.
 
It took a moment for Gib to answer. It felt like someone had punched him in his gut. “The thought hasn’t crossed my mind. Why would it cross yours?”
 
Winn stood by the oak dresser in the corner of the room. He was casually dressed, for once, because he wasn’t going to the Children’s Library Benefit. “You must love her, to have brought her home.”
 
This time Gib’s fingers fumbled over the bow tie. “Excuse me? I bring someone home, and all of sudden I’m married with three kids?”
 
Winn shrugged, and the nonchalant gesture looked strange on him, Gib thought. “I asked you a question. Do you need help with that thing?”
 
Gib’s fingers were still frozen around the tie. “I’m fine. I needed a date for the gala, and I like—spending time with her.”
 
Winn’s brows lifted slightly. “You never brought anyone else home, not since you left. I read in the papers a few times about the women you’ve dated, but none have ever crossed this threshold. You can’t make me believe you’re just sleeping with her.”
 
Gib quit trying to tie the bow altogether and abruptly changed the subject. “Are the papers going to be ready before I head back to Whistle Lake? I want to go in on Monday and meet with all the department managers.”
 
“Whenever you get back tonight they should be ready to be signed. I can call Al up to notarize the documents and file them Monday morning.” His father paused and then said, “So you haven’t slept with her yet?”
 
“Dad, that’s none of your business.”
 
“You don’t have a problem, do you? You shouldn’t be ashamed…”
 
Gib was ready to say something rude when he noticed the smile creeping across his father’s face.
 
“Help me with my tie, old man.” Winn’s shoulders were still shaking slightly with silent laughter as he came toward him. With quick, simple movements he began to tie the bow.
 
“Your mother put me up to this questioning.”
 
“Figures,” Gib said, lifting his chin.
 
“You know how she is.”
 
“She doesn’t need to meddle, because there’s nothing there.” As soon as the words left his mouth he knew it was a lie, but—love? No, he couldn’t love Neil. He’d known her three months, at the most. Didn’t it take more time?
 
“Neil’s fun.” Winn raised his eyebrow. “As I said, you know how your mother is, so after I say this I’ll leave you alone.”
 
“Dad.”
 
“Let me finish.”
 
Gib waited for him to speak. It felt like the time Winn had come to his room when he was twelve to have “a talk.” It was the only other time his father had put down his business attitude and looked uncomfortable, especially when Gib had asked if his testicles could really turn colors.
 
“The Sheldon has a penthouse suite reserved for me, for whenever I come into town. You just have to tell them who you are, and you can use the room.”
 
Not quite as uncomfortable with the advice as he might have expected, Gib considered the option. “Thanks for the tie.”
 
Winn patted his shoulder. “Make your father proud.”
 
Gib turned to put his coat on and didn’t let out his breath until he heard the bedroom door close. 
 
In love with Neil? No, he couldn’t be.
 
*****

Neil ran an unsteady hand down the black silk dress. The collar wrapped around her throat and the material reached down to the black heels she wore. That was about all the material covered.
 
Her back and arms were bare. The way the dress fell on her curves, she might as well have been naked. At the boutique she had wanted to pick out a shawl, but Victoria had insisted she go without it. “Won’t that be tacky?” Neil had asked.
 
“As stunning as you look, only old biddies and women with no sense of style will complain.”
 
So, no shawl. Her hair was upswept and ruby teardrops hung at her ears, also foisted on her, but this time Neil appreciated the gift. Neil now understood why Gib bonded with his mother. She also understood the source of his stubborn streak.
 
Taking a deep breath, Neil left the sanctuary of her room and headed for the stairs. Like proud parents, Winn and Victoria stood waiting at the edge of the staircase. She couldn’t help but smile as she held onto the glossy wood railing. It amazed her how she could love someone in less than twenty-four hours, much less two people.
 
She wished her parents had lived longer. Maybe they could have been as wonderful, or even better because they would have been hers. Neil stamped out the thought. Tonight she would dance, and not to the sorrowful songs of late blues singers but probably to jazz and classical music. Tonight she’d just be.
 
Gib’s breath caught somewhere between his throat and breastbone when he saw Neil. He’d gone to the gardens and picked a handful of flowers, as his mother had nudged him to do, but they lay limp in his hand as he watched her glide down the stairs. Her beauty seemed to shimmer in the dim light. The mass of curls was out of her face, framing it. He was broken from the reverie when he heard his parents’ chuckle.
 
He grinned at them. “Is this a remake of prom night or something?” 
 
“We’ll go,” Victoria said, sounding disappointed. She hugged Neil, then pecked his cheek. “We just wanted to see your eyes bulge,” she whispered in his ear.
 
“Scat,” he replied. Winn nodded to him, and then it was just Gib and Neil. “James should be waiting outside.” He offered her the flowers.
 
“Thank you. They’re beautiful.” Unlike the first time he’d given her a flower, she buried her nose in them, taking in the scent. 
 
He wanted to say, You’re more beautiful, but he didn’t, as his father’s words rang in his head. 
 
What he felt was lust, not love, he assured himself.
 
Gib escorted her to the limousine. When settled inside, he poured her a glass of champagne. “I promise we won’t be there long. I need to show my face, wave, and act like it wasn’t a big deal to donate money.”
 
Neil thought of the talk she’d had earlier with Victoria.
 
“It’s not an act. Not with you.” Even in the dim light she could see his face sting with color.
 
“You’re blushing. I don’t think I ever saw a man blush before.”
 
“Yeah, well, I do what I can.” The smell of him filled the air, and she wanted to do more than dance and joke with him tonight.
 
“I don’t think I’ve thanked you properly for everything. The clothes, the vacation that I badly needed, all of it.”
 
“It’s not necessary.”
 
“A Sullivan never takes without asking, but this time I think I might,” Neil said. She leaned across the seat to him. Splaying a hand over his chest, she pulled him to her. The flash of desire in his brown eyes gave her the permission she didn’t ask for in words.
 
The hunger to taste him seemed to overwhelm her, engulfing her with the need. She tasted the fruity flavor of the champagne first, and when his tongue thrust into her mouth she could only taste him. His essence was dark and endless with the ability to make her thoughts scatter into oblivion. Never had she wanted a man more than she wanted him.
 
His hands followed the trail of her spine, sending pinpricks of heat through her. She moaned and changed her position so that her breasts were flattened against his chest. Her nipples hardened with the contact. If her stupid dress hadn’t been in the way, she’d have straddled him, forgetting completely that they were driving down a busy street in San Francisco and that the chauffeur had once changed Gib’s diapers from time to time.
 
How easily his touch made her forget to keep her distance. She didn’t want to hide from this feeling crowding her brain, her heart. She wanted to be free of the lies, of what she’d omitted to tell him and others over the years. She just wanted him and nothing else, with nothing between them.
 
Gib’s mind was filled with the taste of her, the way her skin and the silk didn’t seem to end, both smooth, both driving him crazy to feel only that smoothness beneath his hands. He ached with the need to know, and to commit it to memory. Her breathy moans turned into sighs of pleasure when he massaged her breasts through the material.
 
His hands seemed to glide over them like butter. He felt himself harden against her. For one blinding moment he considered taking her in the car, to be done with this mating dance they’d started months ago. Her exotic scent filled the air and clouded his thinking. Gib needed to breath, but each time he did it was Neil, only her.
 
The need turned into a borderline desperation. He cursed violently and pulled back from her. Only then did he realize the movement of the limousine had stopped. His brain began to clear and he remembered where they were and who was driving. Neil’s hazel eyes seemed to have a haze over them as she stared back at him, lips swollen and pink, seeming to say, I’m ready, and wanting. He cursed again.
 
The placid knock on the window had them springing apart. James waited a few moments, then opened the door. “Sorry to have kept you waiting, but I had to use the facilities.”
 
Knowing it was a lie, Gib slid out of the car and turned to help Neil out. Despite her flushed face, she still looked elegantly sexy. “No problem. I lost my earring and Gib helped me find it.”
 
James only smirked and rounded to the front of the limousine. “Have a good night, and I’ll be here in the…”
 
“I’ll call you. Thanks.” Gib said quickly and, when he turned to Neil, he grinned. “Was your earring in your mouth?”
 
She laughed. “Let’s go inside. I know he’s already on the phone, giving your parents a play-by-play.”
 
“Well, at least I made my father proud.” Neil frowned at him. He shook his head. “I’ll explain later.”
 
*****

Gala seemed like a mild word to describe the Children’s Library Benefit. Neil wouldn’t have been surprised if the President himself had waltzed into the room. Neil had thought she was prepared for the extent of this soirée. How many times had she garbed herself in silken gowns to go to art extravaganzas, after all. The atmosphere wasn’t all that different, with the murmurs of sordid gossip, the women dressed in elegant gowns either to pick up men or to keep the ones on their arms, the men in tuxedos trying to talk of anything but business and money while flaunting their wealth in what they wore and who they had on their arms. Because of the vulture-like stares directed her way, once again Neil was glad she was with Gib. 
 
“I know I’m not such bad company, for your mind to continue to stray off.” Gib’s voice penetrated the assessment she was making of the attendants of the gala.
 
Neil turned her gaze back to him. “I was wondering whether the men were going to hit on me first, or were the women going to grill me on how I snagged the Winnfred heir.”
 
His chuckle rumbled through his body. Neil pressed closer to him, liking the security of his embrace. “Women do tend to move faster than men, but I’m here to protect you.”
 
“And protect her you should.” Neil tensed in Gib’s arms as she heard a voice that could ruin her life. “The way some of my colleagues have been eyeing her has me worried. I decided to come and warn you, since you’re an old friend of the family.”
 
Neil didn’t have to turn, in order to know who was speaking. Over the years she had tried to put the memory of Chez Arnold out of her mind. Neil turned, expecting to see the youth and arrogance Chez had been known for as an agent to important artists. Instead, she faced an older version of him, more mellowed. His skin was no longer smooth and taut—it sagged on his face. His chin still pointed out as if daring anyone to punch it, however, and his chestnut brown eyes were warm with remembrance.
 
“A sight for sore eyes, aren’t you, Sullivan.”
 
Neil was grateful for the protective arm Gib kept wrapped around her waist, but, looking at Chez, she knew that whatever the man had to say to her, she didn’t want Gib to hear.
 
“How do you know each other?” Gib asked.
 
“He was my father’s agent.” Her voice held little emotion.
 
As if sensing her discomfort, Chez reached for her hand and bowed lightly. “I’d be honored to have the next dance.”
 
Gib’s hold didn’t loosen until her reply reassured him. “I think I can muster up the energy for you, old friend.”
 
Neil saw the unspoken question in Gib’s eyes and, though her hands shook, she gave him a steady smile, hoping he wouldn’t press for answers. Later she would have to fill him in, but first she had to know what Chez wanted. Gib nodded and left them on the dance floor.
 
The opening chords of a jazz tune belted from the band on the small makeshift stage in the center of the room. Never one to back down, Neil met Chez’s gaze head-on. “Someone once said that you could never run fast enough from the past because, no matter what, it will always catch up with you.” She didn’t even try to keep the defiance from her tone.
 
Chez sighed, and the sound made her think of defeat. “I know you can never forgive me for what I did. I exploited your family for my own gain. I can never prove what you did, but at the same time I never asked if it was you or your father who painted all those paintings. I won’t ask now.”
 
Neil looked up at him with surprise. She hadn’t expected that. The Chez she knew would have blackmailed her, made some underhanded deal to squeeze more paintings out of her. The new Chez unsettled her, because she had no defense for kindness.
 
“What is this last hooray dance for? You could have acted like you didn’t know me. There are hundreds of people in this room I’m sure you could have talked to.”
 
“I know I have no right to ask you this…”
 
“Then don’t,” she bit out, feeling her brave front crumbling.
 
“Could you hear me out?”
 
Neil gazed at the man who held her secrets. His demeanor was humble and sincere. Damn, she hated being a softy. “Say your piece.”
 
“I saw a beautiful piece of blown glass on the market not too long ago.” He looked down at her.
 
Instinctively, Neil wanted to back away from him, from his words and whatever good intentions he had. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”
 
“You’re forgetting I went to the studio your father built for you. I saw the pottery. I saw almost everything, even what you guys tried to hide from me. I’m saying that it’s time you come clean. I want to rectify the part I played. If you will, I’ll back you.”
 
Knowing what he meant, her heart raced at his words. Isn’t this what she’d always wanted but thought she could never have? To be able to sign her art NS with pride, without deceit?
 
Regardless, she couldn’t do that—she had made a promise. “I have a new life. Art isn’t my world anymore. I build houses and it makes me happy.”
 
“Does it really? Does it fulfill you like making art does?”
 
She tried to force the weight of the lie out, but couldn’t. If she made herself be happy with construction, eventually Neil would be able to forget who she used to be. She was no longer the naive little girl whose dreams were bigger than herself. She could forgot how paint and sand beckoned to her.
 
“I made a promise,” she told him, ignoring his question, and in that moment, when she looked into his eyes again, she thought, But if I had the chance, could I ever find the strength to break it?
 
The song ended and he stepped from her, digging in his pocket. “Here’s my card, if you ever decide.”
 


CHAPTER 11

Neil was rambling. The steady chatter surprised Gib, but not so much so that he didn’t notice how she avoided any mention of Chez. Knowing Neil for only a few months didn’t make him an expert on her, but he did know two things: Neil didn’t chatter, and if he took her back to his parents’ house she’d come up with an excuse to go straight to bed, alone.
 
His mood changed as he decided the way the night would end. This time mattered. This woman mattered. Before, he hadn’t cared about the atmosphere surrounding the women he took to bed.
 
Most times it had been wild, crazy, and emotionless for both sides. But he didn’t have to be an image of a rich playboy with Neil, the type of person who only cared about himself. He also didn’t want to help Neil ignore whatever was troubling her, to pretend that what had happened on the dance floor was only a talk between old friends.
 
In the past months he had learned she’d talk when she was damn well ready to, something they had in common. Tonight would have to be different. It helped that he could almost hear his mother chastising him, “How can you think of sex at a time like this?”
 
From the dance floor, he ushered her to the elevator. They would talk in private and leave her with no excuse to avoid the inevitable.
 
“You’re staring at me like I’ve grown another head.” 
 
“You’re rambling.”
 
She lowered her gaze from his. “Could be all that champagne I drank, and the fact that all I’ve eaten were the measly little cucumber sandwiches.”
 
Gib shook his head. He wouldn’t make it easy. “I don’t want to talk in the elevator, but I do want to know what Chez said to you that’s got you all wound up.”
 
When she met his gaze, he could see a spark of temper lighting her eyes. “That’s between Chez and me. What are we doing in the elevator, anyway? Isn’t James waiting for us downstairs?”
 
Gib pursed his lips. He could handle this situation two ways—he could push, and Neil, being Neil, would push back, or he could play the role she wanted him to play until he got her into the room. He chose the latter. “Haven’t you ever been surprised with anything?”
 
She grimaced. “Nothing good, but why?” He sighed heavily and pulled his handkerchief out of his breast pocket. “Close your eyes and quit with the questions.”
 
His expression must have worried her, because she looked at Gib with narrowed eyes, “I’m not sure if…”
 
He stopped the next comment with a kiss long and deep enough that it made him think maybe being alone with her wasn’t such a good idea. Gib pulled from her and tied the black handkerchief over her eyes.
 
“I should have seen that one coming,” she said.
 
He chuckled and took her hand, urging her through the open doors of the elevator. Once inside the suite, he left her by the door. Telling her over his shoulder to keep the blindfold on, he went to light the candles on the table already set up with food and fine china, perfect for a romantic dinner. 
 
The first step would be relaxation. Gib hated to be calculating, but he hated more the look in her eyes after she had talked to Chez.
 
When he turned around, the makeshift blindfold was in Neil’s hand. He wasn’t mad, because her surprised expression made up for any annoyance he felt at her stubbornness. The expression faded away, replaced with an emotion he couldn’t name. It made his chest tighten.
 
“From your expression, I can tell you appreciate my thoughtfulness,” Gib said.
 
Neil didn’t speak as she came toward him. She placed her hands on his chest and he felt them tremble. “No one has ever given me enough thought to do something like this.” She shook her head. “I’m getting mushy over a T-bone steak.” She quirked a smile at him that made his whole body tighten.
 
“It could be the cucumber sandwiches,” Gib joked.
 
Her body brushed seductively against his. The subtle invitation wasn’t lost on him. He couldn’t pinpoint what he was feeling. Definitely desire, but something else. Something that made him want to take her protectively in her arms and never let go. He wanted to always be able to put that look of pleasure on her face, in bed and out.
 
“What is it?” Neil seemed to notice his change of demeanor.
 
He shook his head, not sure if he could put what he felt into words. “Nothing.”
 
Gib tried to clear his head of the want, but she was too damn close and he could remember how her body and the silk had felt under his hands earlier in the evening.
 
“Neil, what did Chez say to you?”
 
Her expression darkened, but she didn’t step back from him. “I don’t want to talk about it tonight. Tomorrow. Just not tonight.”
 
Without words, he knew what she was asking. The invisible band tightening around his chest wouldn’t let him deny her. “I won’t make you bet on it, but it’s a deal.”
 
For a moment her eyes lit with playfulness and when he wrapped his arms around her waist her lids lowered. “Deal.”
 
The heat of their kiss then only began to arouse the banked fire that had been building in him since he first kissed her in the smoky pool hall, and when he moved to deepen the kiss, the structure of the heat changed. It rushed the blood from his head down to his groin and changed his concern to desire.
 
“Let’s get you out of this stupid tie.”
 
“Let’s,” he replied playfully, though the need to taste all of her began to cloud his brain.
 
The soft, dark scent she wore seemed to fill the room, and when he tasted Neil the second time that night he forgot all his plans to take things slowly. He wanted her right that moment, and for as many moments as his body could stand.
 
Neil tasted the change in his kiss before her own need knotted in her chest. Her hands fumbled with the last button on his shirt when it did. She wasn’t prepared for the depth, the texture. She had wanted to take her mind off her troubles for one more day, had wanted to hide from the life she had buried deep, but this was different, bigger, and much more than she had counted on.
 
Though it was just mouths touching, the power of it made her tremble. The kisses deepened and became more urgent. Desperate for the feel of him under her hands she pulled at his tuxedo jacket until it fell to the floor. His hands climbed up her back, giving her a reason to shudder from the pleasure of it.
 
She stepped away from him, keeping her gaze locked on his. She wanted to see his irises change color as his desire went from want to need.
 
Neil unclasped the thin strip of material that held up her dress at the neck. The black gown pooled at her feet, leaving only the garter belt and stockings she’d worn under it. Neil felt empowered when Gib reached for her and kissed her hungrily, as if the mating of mouths wasn’t enough to fill him of her.
 
Wanting to feel his bare skin against hers, Neil helped him out of his shirt, arm by arm. Gib beat her to his pants, and those were left and forgotten once they hit the floor. The paper-pusher wear had hidden the body of a god, with skin hot and smooth under her shaky fingers. His body melded with hers, and Neil couldn’t stand the thought of having to wait another moment for him to be inside her.
 
“I want you now,” she said, her mouth hot against his.
 
Gently he lifted Neil and laid her there on the carpeted floor. “We’ve got the time. First I want to taste you, all of you. For the past few months that’s all I’ve had a taste for. For this.”
 
He kissed her again, nipping and suckling her already swollen lips. “For you.” Finally tearing his mouth from hers, Gib explored every inch of her. Sampling each breast wasn’t enough for him. Gib caressed, sucked, and licked until her heavy breathing matched his, until each nipple browned and hardened to a painful, erect position. It wasn’t enough, nowhere near, if damn close.
 
Gently he scraped his teeth along the curve of her hip but wasn’t satisfied with her breathy moans, nor her sighing his name, begging for more. His mouth moved lower until he was lapping at the sweet honey coming from the core of her. She tasted of secrets, of wants and desires that he’d never known he needed to taste, to own.
 
That nameless need beat like a drum, making his body throb from it, ache with it. She bucked under the assault of his mouth, his tongue, his teeth. It still wasn’t enough. He felt crazed from the taste of her, the sound of her moans, and when he felt her grow taut with that beautiful tension called an orgasm, he tortured them both and rose over her.
 
“Remind me to kill you later, after we’re done, for stopping.”
 
“No problem,” he said, then entered her, quelling any other words.
 
Neil couldn’t believe it could get better, but each thrust proved her unbelief wrong. Each time her body stretched and settled around him, taking him, squeezing pleasure from every inch of him, was more satisfying than the last.
 
The sound of their bodies meeting echoed in the room. Her moans, his whispers of how good she felt around him, broke the quiet of the night. The candlelight flickered over their sweat-slicked bodies, causing shadows against the walls. The smell of wax was lost in the haze of their lovemaking.
 
None of it mattered when she raised her hips, wanting him to be deeper, needing it to be not him or her, just them, and when that sweet tension rose and stretched through her, she let it. The need was so strong, if it had been a noise it would have broken the sound barrier. Instead, it felt like it broke something inside her and then filled the empty space back again with something new and nameless, something that took all her breath and left her replete and stained with the memory of it.
 
Soon after, when all her thoughts seemed to have scattered on a whim, and when another wave of tension rose, stronger and more damaging to her senses, Gib joined her. Hours later they finally ate their meal, slept, and made love again more times than either could count.
 
As she watched the morning sun brush pinks and blues across the sky, Neil knew she had to tell Gib the truth. The night of lovemaking hadn’t eased her thoughts, but it had made them more palpable, because now he would demand to know, and for the first time Neil didn’t have the fight in her to deny him.
 


CHAPTER 12

Showered and dressed, Neil entered the hotel suite’s small kitchen. The smell of the fresh fruit splayed on the counter tweaked her appetite.
 
Knowing what was to come, she indulgently plucked an apple from the basket. Gib watched her quietly. She knew he was probably sensing her withdrawal, but it couldn’t be helped. She loved him, and he had to know the truth.
 
The simplicity of how she felt still daunted her, but for some reason Neil was convinced she had to tell him she was a fraud, nothing at all like who he thought she was, because maybe then he could begin to trust her and—was she wrong to think it?—eventually love her back.
 
Gib’s movements were relaxed as he strolled to the table and set his coffee down. “I’ve never known you to hold your tongue about anything.”
 
“I didn’t think I was that obvious.” She took a deep breath and sat across from him at the table. “It’s about my father.” She laughed without mirth. “About my screwed-up family, period.”
 
He stilled. “Are you sure you want to talk about this?”
 
“It’s time I told someone. Do you mind?” She pointed to the coffeemaker. “I need reinforcements before I start.”
 
Gib stood before she could move, went to the cabinet and got out a cup for coffee. After filling it to the brim, he set it in front of her. The coffee was strong and black, exactly how she made it at the job, and he had noticed. She was doing the right thing.
 
“I was fifteen when my mother died. The night it happened, I can remember us being happy. My dad was painting so much, then.” Neil smiled, but couldn’t meet Gib’s eyes, not when her own had begun to fill, with the memory.
 
“We were at dinner, laughing and joking like we always did, and then Mom got real quiet, and this look came over her face, and all of a sudden everything got quiet. My dad had never moved so fast in his life, but it wasn’t fast enough. By the time he got out of his seat, she had already fallen to the floor, unconscious.”
 
She shook her head and took a sip of coffee. Gib reached across the table and took her hand. The quiet strength was there, and she drew from it. “The doctors later told my father she was dead before she hit the floor. My little sister went without oxygen for too long to save her. They were going to let me name her. I always loved the name Isabel.”
 
When she made no move to speak again, Gib asked, “What happened after that?”
 
“I became a grownup.” Neil said it with all the assurance she had felt at the time, which wasn’t much. “I handled things most teenagers never have to. I made funeral arrangements, for both my mother and Izzie. My father was no help. It was like he’d found a quiet place within himself, and he didn’t come out. Most days he didn’t eat, and more of those days he didn’t sleep.”
 
“He turned to his painting?”
 
Neil licked her lips and decided to ignore the question for now. “I paid the bills and I was always good with numbers. I met with his accountants, attorneys, everything, and no one thought to ask my age. They all thought I was older. What fifteen-year-old would know about royalties, or if the corporation that was under my father’s name would be in the black for the next three business quarters?”
 
Gib straightened and the look in his eyes told her he understood what she was telling him. She had to go on. “And when the projectile earnings didn’t look so good and were actually in the red, I had to do something. Bills still needed to be paid, and my father never saved well. It’d just be there, was his way of thinking.”
 
“Neil, what did you do?”
 
“For three years I painted—as Nathanial Sullivan.” Neil swallowed hard after saying the words.
 
Where was the instant relief people always talked about, that hit after unloading a burden? She didn’t feel any instantaneous change, not even a blip. The weight of remembering her grief held her fast.
 
Neil folded her hands and continued. “Oils, watercolors, acrylics, I did them all, under his name. Every one of them sold. They sold for thousands. In the papers they said grief had made him a better painter. I could tell myself, then, that I wasn’t lying. My initials were NS, but the lie was in letting people believe it was my father’s work.”
 
“Nobody close to you suspected?” He sat back in his chair. She hadn’t thought of this part, whether he would still want her after knowing what she did. “Anybody who saw him?”
 
“No one cared. My father was painting again. Chez, who was his agent at the time, didn’t have to close down his business, because he was on top of the market. He’d snagged the painter many considered the Monet of our time.” Neil shook her head when Gib started to question her. She had to get it all out now, while she still had the strength to do it. “After the first year, my father came out of his depression, but then he became obsessed with my talent. He wanted to know what else I could do, whether I was exactly like him and could only draw and paint. He tore down the nursery he’d built for Izzie and put in an art studio.” Neil couldn’t keep the bitterness out of her voice.
 
“Two, to be exact. One studio for painting and one where pottery could be glazed and glass blown. I could do it all. He wanted me to do it all. I drew the line at the paintings. That was all I would do under his name. If I ever decided to become an artist under my own name, I wanted my work to stand out for itself.”
 
“No, you didn’t want to be figured out,” he said
 
She rubbed her arms, trying to bring warmth into her chilled skin. “Maybe, but I never did try it on my own. At least not under the Sullivan name.”
 
Gib seemed to digest this new bit of information. “How many years have you been putting art on the market under a pseudonym?”
 
“Only once, and I haven’t had the courage to do it before or after.”
 
“Why?”
 
“I made a promise.” She unfurled her fist and laid a hand over her coffee cup.
 
Hearing the words, Gib felt as though his solar plexus had been hit, but it wasn’t what was said that made him move toward Neil and take her into his arms. When she buried her face in his shoulder, he held her tighter.
 
“He left me a letter. He was always obsessed with death, even before my mother and sister died. He wanted me never to tell.”
 
Anger churned in his gut at the man who was no longer alive but whose memory still haunted Neil. The anger burned deeper when Neil’s shoulders shook in his hands and began to cry.
 
He’d never known her to shed a tear, and he hated her father for pushing her beyond her limit. The woman he knew was strong and resilient. The woman he worked with every day was intelligent, unbendable and beautiful. If anyone other than her father had told her to keep that secret, Neil would have pinned them to the wall. Her reaction spoke volumes.
 
The ache in his chest grew. He wanted to make it right and didn’t know how. Where do you start to mend something so broken, so fragile, that the slightest touch could break it again? Gib didn’t know. “He’s dead now, so why are you still keeping his secret?”
 
“A Sullivan doesn’t soil her parent’s name for fame.”
 
He was damn sick of that Sullivan pride of hers, even though it was one of the things he admired most about her. “That’s not a good enough reason.”
 
She pulled from him. Her eyes distant and guarded. “I needed to tell you.” The swipes to get rid of the tears were angry jabs.
 
Gib finally asked the question that had bothered him since the night before. “What did you and Chez talk about?”
 
“He wasn’t threatening, at all, he just seems to have really changed. He wanted me to come clean. He said he’d back me, if I did.” She bit her bottom lip until it turned white.
 
Her reaction told him what she couldn’t say in words, and his chest constricted at the hopelessness of the situation. He’d find a way to fix it, but for now there was only one thing he knew to do. Enveloping her in his arms, Gib kissed her deeply and soothed her in his own way.
 
That conversation with Neil still weighed on Gib’s mind when Monday came around. Leaving her to work out her frustrations at the site was all he could do for her. He hated the feeling of being unable to do something, but now he had his business to tend to, and later he’d find a way for Neil to do what she so wanted to do.
 
As of ten o’clock that morning, Gib was the sole owner of Winnfred Automotive and Glastic Games, along with all their various subsidiaries. In the meeting room of their downtown offices in San Francisco that afternoon, he gazed at the faces surrounding the large oak table. It seemed like nothing but eyes stared back at him, all with board-of-director gazes, steely and unshakable.
 
Eight of the men attending actually were directors on the company board. All of them had been sharks too long and looked gnarled by time and unhappy to see him at the helm of the table, but none had enough stock to overthrow what had been done or, thankfully, what he was about to do.
 
The others were heads of departments—marketing, sales, research and development—together with the general manager who oversaw employees for both companies. 
 
Gib was in deep and felt it, as he began. “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. Thank you for bringing the reports I requested. The numbers are as I expected.” He stilled when his father strutted through the side door. Gib nodded to him and continued. “Over the past year, sales have leveled off…” “We are doing as well as expected for this kind of company.” The protest came from Benson, one of the younger board members, his gnarled hand curled into a fist. “The car market isn’t what it used to be.”
 
“Don’t make excuses. Hear the boy out before you try to explain something that doesn’t need explaining,” Winn barked. Immediately Benson closed his mouth.
 
“As I was saying, the sales are not as they should be nor what they used to be, and I’m going to bring in a team to help deal with this issue.” Gib ignored the collective mumbles around the room. “No one is going to lose a job as long as there is full cooperation.”
 
The room became instantly quiet and the eyes were no longer trained on him but on his father.
 
Gib tilted his head, waited for any response. His father stayed silent. Gib lifted his brow in surprise and said, “My father, Winn, was an incredible man for running this entire corporation by himself with only slight help or opinion from others. However, it will no longer be run exactly the same way. Within the next month there will be a new CEO in charge of everything to do with the automotive division. There will be another to do the same for the software company, and both hires will answer to me. Also within that time frame, I’m going to be adding a new division to the helm that we call Winnfred Corporation.”
 
Finally Winn spoke, his face tinged a deep red, his words gritted out through clenched teeth. “And what will that be, Gibland?”
 
Gib tried not to wince. His father only called him by his full name when he was mad. He was a grown man, but still that tone could make him want to confess. He thought of Neil, how she had been awed by the blueprints for his house, and he thought of her recent tears, her need to still keep her father’s secrets and do what he wanted her to do.
 
“A firm of architects.” Gib spoke directly to his father with his answer.
 
Winn nodded stiffly and kept his mouth shut.
 
The meeting continued, with Gib directing each department on what they needed to do and what reports to compile, discussing complaints from employees and improvements that could be made.
 
When the meeting was over, Gib’s sigh reflected his thought that the new CEOs were going to be very busy men.
 
Most of the board of directors had bum-rushed his father when the meeting adjourned. Winn had waved them away, telling them it was fine, not to worry, but when they had gone his whole demeanor changed.
 
“What the hell do you think you’re trying to do?”
 
“I’m trying to run a business the way it should be run, so that later on down the line I won’t have to lie to my wife about the actual amount of hours I spend in the office.” Gib could see his father’s anger sobered by the comment. “Does Mom know you’re here?”
 
Winn glanced uneasily at the door to the conference room. “I wanted to drop in and see what you planned. You didn’t feel the need to tell me…”
 
“Because you worked half your life and, unlike most people, you don’t know what a vacation is. Taking over your company doesn’t mean I have to take over the way you lived. When I have a family some day, I want to be there.”
 
“I never neglected you.” Winn sounded hurt.
 
Gib sighed. “Not in the way you think. I had a roof over my head, food in my belly, and Mom. You’d come to my baseball games when you could.” Gib couldn’t bring himself to say, But the business was always first. Winn seemed to shrink in the large chair for a moment, then he smiled. “Your mother is going to be so happy.”
 
Gib frowned at his father’s abrupt change of attitude. “Why?”
 
“You’re in love with Neil. Victoria’s been rambling about talking Neil into letting her do the wedding when you two finally see what’s right there in front of you.”
 
Gib plopped into the chair next to his father, not able to deny what his father was saying. The whole time he’d talked of family, it had been with her in his mind, Neil’s swollen belly from his child, her waiting for him at their home. He spied his father’s grinning face. It wasn’t often he had to agree his father was right.
 
“So what do you plan to do?”
 
“I…” He stopped as the thought came to him. “How many Nathanial Sullivan paintings do we have at the house?”
 
The question seemed to throw Winn, “I don’t know, maybe six or so.”
 
“Were all of them painted before his wife died? Or after she died?”
 
“I think maybe two of them were after her death. Why?”
 
“You get a chance to pay me back for taking over your company and giving it to outsiders.”
 
“Damn straight, you’re going to pay.” Winn leaned forward, and for once he looked uncomfortable in his three-piece suit. “What do you have in mind?”
 


CHAPTER 13

“Nothing like a warm beer to put that look on a face.”
 
Neil raised her head at Anna’s voice and saw her friend standing at the table with a tray of beers in her hands. The dim light in The Tavern caught the red highlights in Anna’s hair. She didn’t look like anybody’s mother.
 
Neil gestured to the drinks. “So the plan is to get me stinking drunk?”
 
Anna smiled at her. “Barb, Janice, and Linda are coming soon.” Anna tilted her head and Neil felt like she was under a microscope. “Looks like you’ve got a lot on your mind.” She set the tray down in front of Neil and slid into the booth. “But then again, you always look that way.”
 
Neil hadn’t noticed, but how could she expect the life she was leading not to leave its mark. “I’d rather not get into it right now.”
 
At least that was partially honest. Neil had kissed Gib goodbye last night and let herself fall back into work. The rudimentary task had occupied her mind until five p.m. She had hoped confessing would eventually lift the weight she carried, make her hands stop itching to pick up a paintbrush, would let her father’s memory fade—it hadn’t.
 
The burden lay heavily on her mind because it felt like, Now what? Should she move on? Keep ignoring her circumstances, as she had been?
 
Reality, harsh and cold, no sugar coating allowed, required accepting her life as she made it. There was no option of turning back the hands of time, nor rectifying the mistakes that kept her up at night. To be perfectly honest, what was the point of living in the past, if there was no way to fix it? The weight of her reality could make any sane person depressed.
 
Neil curled her hand around the beer mug, meeting Anna’s gaze. “No, I’d rather not.”
 
Anna’s brow rose. “This is your last chance to escape, because now I consider you a friend. Friends don’t let friends mope over warm beers.” She motioned her head toward the door as Linda, Barb, and Janice walked in. “And they consider you a friend, too.”
 
A smile spread across Neil’s face. It had been a long while since someone, anyone, called her friend. This part of moving on she could do. “That sounds like a threat.”
 
“Wait until we upgrade from beer to whiskey shots. You’ll be quaking in those god-awful boots.”
 
Neil laughed and slid down the booth’s seat to make room for the gang. Janice and Barb moved in next to her. Linda elbowed Anna, saying, “She has a glow.”
 
“Hello to you, too,” Neil said.
 
Janice assessed her from the end of the table with a predatory look. “She’s had sex.” She sniffed the air. “Gib sex. I can smell his cologne.”
 
Impossible, Neil thought, and then smelled her shirt. Her stomach fluttered at his musky scent clinging to the cotton T-shirt wore. Well, damn.
 
“The sure sign of the guilty,” Barb pointed out.
 
A moment too late to realize what she’d done, and since she was, Neil shrugged. “So, we had sex.” She wanted to add, Really good, mind-blowing, toe-tingling sex, but that would be bragging.
 
“What happened to him kissing like a fish?” Linda grabbed a beer, not taking her eyes off Neil’s face as she waited for an answer. 
 
“Is that why you looked so upset when I sat down next to you?” Anna sat up with worry on her face.
 
“She was depressed after sex with Gib?” Barb’s shoulders slumped. “I had such high hopes for a man who looked like that. I mean look at his—”
 
“It wasn’t the sex.” Neil laughed. “You guys are horrible. What in the world would your husbands think, hearing you talk like this?”
 
Janice shrugged and reached for her beer. “They love us, and so do you. They’ve learned to live with it.”
 
Neil looked at the faces in front of her. How much had she gained by loving Gib? A better question, how much would she lose? And by trusting these women, how much better would her life be? Neil let out her pent-up breath and made a decision. “Who here knows about art?”
 
“A crap load,” Barb replied. 
 
“What does art have to do with sex?” Anna took a sip of her beer, then added, “Other than if you do it very well it’s like an art form.”
 
Neil remembered how Gib had held her after she’d told him, how good it had felt, for one moment, to let the secrets go. She took another breath and said, “My father was Nathanial Sullivan.”
 
Barb choked on her beer. “You? No, I don’t mean it like that, it’s just…”
 
Linda handed her a napkin. “That might help take the foot out of your mouth.”
 
“Behave,” Janice interjected. “She’s trying to tell us something.”
 
“That’s good, you recognize his name.” Neil’s hands tightened around her mug. “Now, have you also heard of forgery?”
 
“Your father…?” Linda’s voice trailed off, leaving her speechless for the first time since Neil had met her. 
 
She shook her head. “Me.”
 
“No,” Janice said.
 
Neil rolled her shoulders. “Under my father’s name.” She glanced down at her beer mug. “I’m going to need something stronger if I’m going to tell this again.”
 
“Don’t say anything until I get back.” Janice slipped out of the booth and spoke to the burly man at the bar. She held up five fingers and ran back to the table. “Go.”
 
“Aren’t you going to wait for the drinks?” Neil was stalling.
 
“That’s my husband,” Anna said. “His hands and legs aren’t broken. We come here about once a month, anyway, to get trashed and make a ruckus. He knows the routine.”
 
“Spill.”
 
“Aren’t you the anxious one, Janice.” Barb glared at her friend, and Neil told them everything, leaving out only the details about her mother and a few other things time had yet to heal. She allowed herself to laugh when Anna called Nathanial a rat bastard, when Neil was done.
 
“So.” Barb broke the silence. “You’re a freaking genius.”
 
“A fraud.” And wasn’t that the crux of the problem? No matter how many times Neil told someone, she’d still be a fraud. She’d still have the last promise she made to her father. A rock and a hard place were nothing compared to her situation.
 
“Nothing more, nothing less.” 
 
“Doesn’t change the talent you have.” Linda finished off her beer, then continued. “Doesn’t change that you won’t let yourself paint, blow glass, whatever you love to do, because of some crazy promise.”
 
Neil shrugged the comment off, despite it hitting the sore spot she still held. “I wanted to tell you guys. I knew you wouldn’t rat me out.” I knew you’d understand, she almost added. She glanced at their faces again and met Anna’s gaze. “Be scared. I’m starting to consider you guys my friends.”
 
Anna blew out a breath. “Enough of this depressing stuff. Give us the goods on Gib.”
 
“Anything but a fish,” she started.
 
“Here, here,” Janice said, and Neil’s shoulders relaxed again. This time the weight wasn’t as heavy.
 
*****

Neil thought about ignoring the knock at her door. The beer and whiskey had soaked her brain into a nice haze of nothingness. She stretched as a smile broke across her face, thinking of the gang.
 
They had pulled too many details from her and made her giggle. Giggle, for goodness’ sake. She had friends, real ones, with secrets, gossip, and—most importantly—grief to share. She giggled again when she thought of how easily Anna’s husband had piled them into the car. He’d exchanged a little P.D.A. to get Anna to shut up. Neil knew one person who was getting lucky tonight.
 
Another knock, this one louder and more impatient. Neil stood, a little surprised she didn’t weave, and sighed heavily as she managed to open the door.
 
“Look what we have here, a very wet Gibland Winnfred the Third.”
 
His curls were dark and damp from the rain. He’d forgone the business jacket, but the crisp white shirt clung to his shoulders. The liquor couldn’t be blamed for the rush of heat to her face. No wonder she had avoided him like the plague when she first moved here. Her lips pulled into a bigger smile. Any right-minded woman would have carnal thoughts of a face and body like his. The smile died on her lips when she noticed the strain around his eyes and remembered he’d gone into full business mode just this morning. “How’d it go?”
 
“No one tried to kill me. I’ll call it a successful first day.” He pulled her to him as he closed the door behind him. “I have some other things in the works. I’ll tell you about it soon.” He sighed and leaned into her. “What did you do today?”
 
His scent filled her senses and she fought back the need rising in her. How easily he turned her on, like a switch. A light touch, a look, a few softly spoken words penetrated her vulnerability every time, when they were from him. Gib had gotten in and seemed to be staying.
 
“Got tipsy with the gang.” He frowned. “Linda, Barb, Janice, and Anna,” she explained, stepping back from his embrace and noticing the change in his eyes. She still felt exposed and open from telling him about her father, while everything she knew about him seemed to be instinctive. “Do you want something to drink?”
 
He said yes and didn’t mention the chasm she’d just put between herself and him. As he followed her into the kitchen, Neil tried to relax.
 
“This feels awkward,” Gib said slowly. “I would have expected this kind of reaction right after we had sex.”
 
She filled the glass, not able to look at him. She’d gotten used to hiding and now she didn’t have to. This step in their relationship was something she hadn’t counted on, being closer than she’d been to anyone in years. She felt awkward, somehow.
 
“It’s nothing. I’ve had too much to drink.” Gib turned her to him and she pushed the cup at him. “I guess I need some sleep, so I’ll see you tomorrow at the site.”
 
“Is this about what you told me?”
 
No. Yes. No. Dammit. The lie settled on her lips and tasted sour. Neil had opened Pandora’s box and what had she expected? For him to ignore how important it was for her to let the secret go after keeping it inside after so many years? Yes, and by now she should know better. Gib’s stubbornness rivaled her own, and that was saying something. She met his eyes. He was sticking. No matter what she threw at Gib, he’d be there. Why was that knowledge more scary than comforting?
 
“I’m not sure,” she replied, trying for honesty.
 
Gib took the cup from her hands and placed it on the counter. He pinned her with a gaze. “Not sure about what?” He wasn’t giving her any room to maneuver.
 
Neil kept her hands at her sides, wanting to touch him. To be honest, wanting to reach out to the comfort he offered, when that was what had gotten her into this situation in the first place. She’d kept the walls around her heart up for so long, and then this one man had climbed over them, and here he stood pushing at what she wanted to keep dead.
 
How could she continue to say no to something she needed, when she was realizing that this feeling, the need to reach and be accepted, was more than that? Gib, all he stood for, what he offered, was what she craved. He’d be the first thing she could let herself have. Love was just the symptom of what he opened up inside her.
 
She finally answered him. “This. Us. What is it?” So I can prepare myself for when things go wrong, because they always do, Neil thought. Right?
 
“It’s as simple as this.” He lowered his mouth to hers and the heat of the kiss rushed through her veins like a drug. That constant greedy ache grew in her stomach, making it flutter with the thought of him being inside her again. Would kissing him always feel like this? God, she hoped so, and let herself fall into it, falling deeper in love with him. Neil let herself stop fighting emotion. 
 
The fear, the excitement, the headiness of it all made her shiver. The counter bit into her back as he pressed against her. She’d heard about pain and pleasure, but had never experienced it before.
 
Definitely not overrated. His teeth sank into her bottom lip, tying her insides into knots. The words, three simple words, ached to fall from her lips.
 
I love you. How simple, and how much it would complicate things between them, so much so that Neil felt relief when Gib lifted his head and said, “I’ve missed you.”
 
Three simple words that put things into perspective. Neil blinked and brought herself back into reality. “Me, too.” She splayed her hands on his chest. His heartbeat raced under her trembling fingers.
 
“Nice tie.” She began to unbutton his shirt, knowing and believing good things never lasted but, by God, she’d have him while she still could.
 
“Nice suit.” She said it softly and watched as his amber irises darkened. Neil ignored the new ache that had nothing to do with lust. “You know, I’ve always had a thing for men in suits.”
 
“Really.” His voice was husky.
 
She pressed her face against the warmth of his chest and took in the smell of expensive cologne, his flesh, him. It shouldn’t hurt to do this, Neil told herself. It shouldn’t hurt to be this close to him and know she could never have him. I’ve missed you. His words rang in her head, and Neil knew it could. It could hurt a lot.
 
He took her face in his hands. “What’s wrong?”
 
Oh, but it could. “Make love to me.”
 
Gib kissed her this time and the urgency was gone, replaced with something she didn’t want to recognize, something Neil thought she only hoped she felt in this kiss. He cupped her breast in his hands, and she moaned against his mouth, needing this momentary comfort. She squeezed her eyes closed, forcing back the tears.
 
Gib suckled her earlobe and then he asked, “Tell me what’s wrong?”
 
She slid his shirt down his torso. “Just make love to me.”
 
He took her face in his hands and kissed her deeper, longer, until she did forget the new ache. If he could think beyond the desire, Gib might be able to know how to fix whatever was wrong, because something was. The sudden change in her demeanor told him there was. It could have been the vulnerability he never knew Neil could possess.
 
She always seemed so strong and sure about everything she did, but this side of Neil made him want to protect her. He could have said just that, but Gib had never been good with words, and instead he tried to ease her restlessness with actions.
 
She went pliant as he let his hands explore her again, to touch and tease the parts of Neil as he knew she loved for him to do. The nuances of her body became second nature as he closed his hand over her, felt her tighten around his fingers.
 
“Tell me what’s wrong?” he whispered against her ear again.
 
She tensed against him. “You’re not inside me.”
 
Gib hardened at her words. The need in them almost undid him. He pulled down her paint-splattered jeans and lowered her onto him, bracing one hand on her hip, the other on the kitchen counter. She wrapped around him like a warm, wet glove.
 
“Tell me,” he said through gritted teeth, trying not to lose himself in her.
 
She shook her head and closed her eyes. He was in her, but she still wouldn’t let him in, and the realization frustrated and aroused him. He rose into her slowly, then again, and again, until her fingers were fisted into his hair. “Tell me.”
 
“Just give me this,” she moaned.
 
He rose into her, deeper, until he wasn’t sure where he began and she ended. Gib cradled her against him, making love to her as she had asked. 
 
He buried himself deep inside her, and when she asked for more he gave it, until there was nothing left of himself to give.
 
But he wanted, needed to give her more. He wanted to give her the things she refused to ask for, and he would. He would soon.
 


CHAPTER 14

Neil ignored the light pelts of rain hitting her hard hat. They were past the part of construction where it would actually matter if it rained or not. A month had passed since she and Gib had gone to San Francisco. Since that delay in building his guest house, things had moved along pretty fast. That part of the project was done and the foundation of the main house itself had been completed rapidly. The skeleton of framing on the foundation had started to resemble a real home over a week ago, and now the roof and wiring were done.
 
Neil grinned at the structure. She hated to toot her own horn, but, damn, she was a good worksite manager-in-training. This job would be hers for good, once she finished. She could forget painting and blowing glass for a living. Those things were remnants of her old life—gone, dead, buried, and forgotten.
 
“Thinking of me?” Gib whispered in her ear.
 
She pressed a hand over her unsteady heart, then chuckled when he pulled her close for a kiss. “I was thinking of paneling, which has the same effect.”
 
Neil cursed when she noticed his wet hair. “You’d think, after all the lectures I’ve given you about worksite safety, you’d have a hard hat glued to your head.”
 
Bending down to the work chest, she pulled out an extra hard hat and handed it to him. “Thanks. How’s it going?”
 
“My guess is, if everything stays on schedule, we should be done before August.”
 
Gib whistled softly. “Linny give you a raise yet?”
 
She smiled. This was the quickest time anything of this magnitude had been built by Linny’s company and, unlike their competitors, they hadn’t cut any corners.
 
“I’ll remind him when the time comes. Let me show you what we’ve done so far.”
 
During the tour, his focus seemed to be elsewhere. He made the usual noises, asked questions, and when he seemed satisfied with what he saw, Gib turned to her, his face filled with excitement.
 
“What is it that has you so jazzed?” Neil asked, using Victoria’s term.
 
“I want to show you something in the guest house.”
 
She frowned and listened to the steady beat of hammers and saws. “Just because I’m sleeping with the man whose house I’m building, it doesn’t mean I can take breaks when I want to.”
 
Gib’s jaw hardened at the words. “Then come by when you have your lunch break.”
 
His tone threw her. “My words weren’t meant to censure you, or as a jibe, but as a fact that even though our relationship has changed I still have a responsibility.”
 
Why is he so tense? She reached out to him. “I guess I’m excited about what I want to show you. It can wait.”
 
He shrugged. Again she looked around. Less than a handful of men were working today. The wiring was being tested and, within the week, they would be doing the final details of the house. Soon her job would be done. She’d no longer have an excuse to be with Gib. The next job would eat up her time. It was the life she had made for herself. She hadn’t known Gib would come and make her want a different life.
 
She looked at him, strong, solid and there for her. “I can go now. Let me get Jason and tell him where I’ll be.”
 
“You don’t have to.”
 
“No, sometimes I have to beat my stubborn pride into a corner and relax.” Gib chuckled. “You said it.”
 
They walked to the guest house over a changed landscape. The grass that had once been waist high was now cut low. It still smelled of the dewy scent of rain and seaweed. The guest house was large enough to be considered a home in itself.
 
Covering at least an acre of land, it stood picturesque against the muddy gray sky. The cobblestone walkway leading up to the door didn’t make for easy walking for her work boots, but she was used to it. The gazebo resembled his parents’ home, with the wisteria cloaking it in its beautiful embrace. Though brand new, the house and the grounds looked lived in, looked like a home.
 
Neil ignored the ache that it was his to come home to, not theirs. When had those feelings taken root? At what point had she wanted more from him? More from herself? The changes within her had come at breakneck speed. They couldn’t be stopped, and Neil wasn’t sure if she wanted to stop them.
 
Gib took her hand and whispered in her ear, “Close your eyes.” 
 
“You didn’t take me from work to have a romp?” Neil was thinking of his last surprise.
 
Gib shook his head. “Woman, would you just close your eyes?”
 
With a frown, she did as he asked. He urged her through the door, took her carefully down the steps leading into the family room. With her eyes still closed she felt him move in front of her, then the soft brush of his lips.
 
She shivered from the want that exploded lethally inside her at the brief touch. Thinking more was to come, Neil was surprised when Gib only said, “Open them.”
 
Her breath caught in her throat when she saw her surprise. She blinked a few more times to make sure of what she was seeing. Anger slashed through her heart. Pictures of the past stared back at her mockingly. Not one, not just two, but all the paintings she had done in those unhappy three years sat in the room. The seascapes, the portraits, the inner musings—all she had done for her father’s credit were sitting in the room. Though tears stung her eyes, Neil held onto the anger, a tight hold that made her want to hit something.
 
“What have you done, Gib?”
 
Not noticing the anger in her voice, Gib replied, “I bought these paintings back for you. It took some time to find all the owners, but I did.”
 
Neil turned her gaze from him to the paintings. The lowest selling price, the first time around, had been somewhere in the thousands. These paintings had gone mostly to collectors who wanted not necessarily the painting but the name displayed in the corner. This was a debt she could never repay.
 
“Why?”
 
Gib finally sensed her turmoil and moved toward her, but Neil shook her head, stepping back. “I wanted to.”
 
He watched as her hazel eyes turned coldly toward him with his reply. She was only a foot from him, but Gib could feel her pulling away, going farther out of his reach, and he wasn’t sure how to get her back.
 
“Not everything is that simple. What do you expect me to do with these paintings? Hang them up on my wall?”
 
“I thought you would want to finally come out with the fact that it was you who painted these. I could pay someone to do testing to prove it was you and not your father.”
 
When she took another step back, it seemed so much farther. She was miles away from him, tears shimmering in her eyes, tears that, from the look on her face, she’d be damned to let fall.
 
“Not everything can be bought with money. I think that’s something you can never understand. It’s so easy for you—Neil, let me buy you this, don’t worry about it, I have plenty.”
 
His own anger began to blind him. “I did this for you, Neil. Money was simply the agent for me to do what was needed to get these paintings back for you. You act like it kills you to take someone’s kindness at face value.”
 
“I didn’t ask you to do this.” Her voice was strained and hoarse. It broke something inside him, but it was the anger that made him continue.
 
“You didn’t have to. When you told me about what your father made you do, I couldn’t bear it. You wanted this. You may not have thought it consciously, but you wanted to have these paintings back, or at least to have a chance to paint and create art again. This was more than just paying the bills—this was a passion for you.”
 
“How do you know? You’ve never done anything long enough to know what it feels like.”
 
The room fell into silence. Gib’s chest felt heavy, but he blamed anger as the reason for the deep ache. “Even after all this time, you still think of me as some playboy squandering Daddy’s money.”
 
Neil turned from him then. It hurt for him to breathe. “It’s not that.” She ran her hands through her hair. “You just don’t understand. I’ve put all this behind me now. I’m moving on. When I get the worksite manager position, I’ll have the life I want.”
 
“Is that the lie you’ve been telling yourself?”
 
Her gaze met his again, and somehow he knew Neil was going to end it. “Keep the paintings—you paid for them, so rightfully they’re yours—but I think, outside of building your house, we shouldn’t be together. I didn’t want things to be complicated between us. Something simple between associates—but this…” She indicated the paintings in the room. “It wasn’t for you to do this for me.”
 
“What was I supposed to do? Stand back while you wished and hoped that someone would stumble upon the truth and let the cat out of the bag for you?”
 
She shook her head. “I have to go back to work.” 
 
She left him then, but it wasn’t until Gib heard the door close behind her that he realized the emotion that filled his brain and senses, the reason why he had done what he had done. He really loved her.
 
*****

Weeks passed by and Gib hadn’t come to the worksite. That was fine by Neil. The relationship had to end. There was no other way around it. The knowledge that she was what Gib stayed away from didn’t stop the hurt. He had moved out of the guest house the next day, taking the paintings with him, and headed for San Francisco. That she knew because Victoria continued to call and chat as if she didn’t know what had happened.
 
His mother’s last call had broken her, however, and Neil, much to her own shame, had cried. Dealing with Gib had made her the biggest crybaby in the world, another reason to despise him. Victoria had soothed her with words, telling her it was okay, but then had abruptly gotten off the phone. Great, Neil thought. Now I’ve alienated the only woman friend I’ve got. The next day, so unlike her, Neil called in to work sick and decided to mope. But before she could even start to enjoy the cliché of wearing a bathrobe all day and eating a whole container of Ben and Jerry’s Rocky Road, her doorbell rang.
 
Victoria, Linda, Barbara, Anna, and Janice stood on her doorstep. Neil chuckled when Victoria held up a gallon of Ben and Jerry’s. “Figured you’d need reinforcements.”
 
Neil took it from her and let them all in. “Might as well come in.” She silently added, Thank you. “I’ll go get some bowls.”
 
By the time Neil got back to the living room, they had made themselves comfortable on the couch. Victoria’s gaze was on the painting of the cabin over the fireplace. For the first time in a long time, Neil looked at it. The woods looked alive. She could almost smell the tang of pine in the air. She was the little girl in the rocking chair, curled up and asleep. How brisk the cold had been that day.
 
The picture had so much light to it—an ethereal glow seemed to fill every facet of the portrait. The painting had been a gift when she turned ten. She realized greed had been the only way her paintings had passed off as her father’s. Their use of shadows and light, their brush strokes, how they viewed the world through paint, so much had been completely different.
 
“You still love your father, even after what he made you do?”
 
She stared at Victoria, startled. “What’s the phrase? Daddy’s little girl? I would always love him.”
 
“It shouldn’t make you obligated to keep a promise like that,” Linda pointed out.
 
“He should have,” Barbara started, making her opinion known, “Wanted you to do what made you happy.”
 
Anna took the bowls from Neil and started putting the ice cream in as Neil settled across from them on the opposite couch.
 
“My father was a prideful man, and I think when he realized what I had done, he couldn’t take it. Not only could he not protect his wife and unborn child, but he couldn’t take care of himself and his remaining daughter. It hurt him in some profound way. I think that’s why he never painted again.”
 
“When you decided to pick up your life again, why did you go into construction?” Janice reached for the bowl Anna offered her.
 
Neil smiled. “It’s the same thing, at least the way I see it. Painting, you’re taking a blank canvas and you’re creating something out of nothing. A little paint and time, and you have something beautiful. Something that’s all yours and no one else’s. With a house, you have a blank canvas of land, and with tools, wood, and someone’s dream to live there someday, you create something beautiful there, too.”
 
“And you didn’t want the attention you’d get if you decided to paint,” Victoria said.
 
Neil’s eyes widened at the woman’s perception. “I guess that’s always how I felt, but I could never put it into words. That way I didn’t have to compete.” Neil took the next bowl from Anna. “With myself.”
 
“Men are stupid.” Linda didn’t add a disclaimer.
 
“My son included,” agreed Victoria. She added, “But some women are too scared to see what’s right there in front of them.”
 
Knowing she was being asked if she had broken up with Gib because of some fear, Neil answered honestly. “I don’t think he understands what it would mean if I tell the truth to the world, that I would be soiling my family name—and in public this time, not in private. The papers will have a field day when they find out. The little quiet life I’ve made for myself will be shot.” 
 
“Did you ever think that by telling the truth you wouldn’t be shaming your parents but once again bringing pride to their name?” Barbara asked, before she stuffed her mouth full of Rocky Road.
 
The question stopped her cold. Neil had never thought of it like that. It was so easy to be ashamed of yourself in private, and sometimes the emotion could be blinding. They let her stew on the comment for a moment longer, and then Anna said, “Also, you would be doing something you love to do.”
 
Victoria shook her head. “Tiff showed me those god-awful pants you were wearing when you came to my store. Don’t be offended,” she interjected, hand raised to ward off any protest. 
 
“Those jeans didn’t have regular house paint splatters on them. My grandmother used to paint, and you don’t paint houses with oils. Nor use potter’s clay to lay brick. It would take too long for them to dry. How long have you been painting secretly?”
 
Neil tilted her head, finding that she loved this woman just as much as she loved her son.
 
“Neil, you have two passions. Being an artist—and a lot of that spills over into the things you build for Linny’s construction company—and my son. Don’t give up either of them because of that stubborn pride of yours.”
 
“How often did Gib get caught doing something he wasn’t supposed to do?”
 
“Every time. I can almost smell it when someone’s hiding something. Gib’s heart was in the right place when he bought up your paintings. I don’t think he thought it through.” Victoria paused. “Yes, he just didn’t think. I can only defend my son’s actions so far.”
 
“Your kid.” Linda snorted. “Mine not only doesn’t think, he gives himself away.”
 
“Mine tells on himself before I can pinpoint what’s wrong,” Janice added. 
 
Anna sat on the floor with her own bowl of ice cream. “Here’s my take on this—you love Gib, you love painting. You can have both. No one is telling you that you can’t.” Anna continued before Neil could speak. “The only thing stopping you is your conscience.”
 
“I say,” Linda advised, “Tell it to shut the hell up, and be happy.”
 
“Hear, hear.” Janice raised her bowl.
 
Neil laughed through the hurt, knowing they were right. “I know his heart was in the right place.” She had just been too hurt to see it, and her pride hadn’t let her until now. “It was just that…”
 
Victoria held up her hand. “It’s not us you have to explain it to. I know you love my son, but you need to take time to figure out what you want to do. For him, everything is so clear. If he’s bored, he does something about it. If he’s excited about something, he tells everybody, because that’s who he is. I made him that way.” She shrugged, no apology in her voice.
 
Neil remembered when Victoria had told her that money was the means for Gib to do for those he loved. She’d forgotten. 
 
Barbara sighed. “When will you be done with the house?”
 
“By the end of the week.” Her chest tightened with the thought. Going to his home had given her a connection to him. With that done, there would be nothing.
 
Victoria laid a kiss on Neil’s cheek, like a mother would do if her child was ailing. “You’ll figure out what to do. Since we’re here, do you want your blackjack lessons?”
 
Janice gasped. “You know how to play blackjack?”
 
“She’s Gib’s mother,” Linda said. “What do you think? We’ll be leaving here broke.”
 
Neil smiled, knowing this was Victoria’s attempt to get her mind off things, and she appreciated it. “I think we can avoid that if we play for Oreos.”
 
Anna looked down at her empty bowl. “I was on a diet, but what the heck.”
 
Neil turned to Janice and Barbara. “Sugar suicide,” Barbara said. “I’m so in.”
 
“Hear, hear,” Janice threw in.
 
Neil laughed at the woman, feeling better already.
 
Hours later, Neil locked up after the departing women. What she had to do had formed in her mind as she played hand after hand of blackjack, losing more often than she won. She had been given much-needed time to rest, and to think and plan. The roads she took in her life were never pretty, and the one she was choosing now was going to get ugly. Her solitude would be shot, but then she could begin to make things right in her life and eventually make thing right between herself and Gib.
 
*****

The phone on Gib’s desk buzzed, pulling him from his thoughts of Neil. He set aside the pile of résumés on his desk, conceding his mind wasn’t on the task he’d begun an hour ago. The interruption was a great relief. He answered the phone, only to be greeted by his mother’s frantic voice.
 
“Gib, turn on the news now.”
 
Phone crooked on his shoulder, he flipped on the television in the corner of the office. “What channel?” She told him, and he flipped faster through the channels. The remote shook in his hands when Neil’s face filled the screen. To her left stood Chez Arnold, his hand lying unobtrusively on her shoulder. Camera flashes and beams of light illuminated her face. Her shoulders were stiff, but her eyes were hard and determined. He didn’t have to hear the words to know she was telling the world what she had told him in private about her father. He cursed explicitly.
 
“Given the fact that I feel the same way, I won’t comment on your language.” He had forgotten his mother was still on the phone. “Did she tell you she was going to do this?” Gib’s throat tightened with each word.
 
Victoria sighed. “No, but I saw her a couple of days ago. I was trying to help push her to make things right between you two, but I didn’t expect her to do this.”
 
“It’s not your fault. I should take the blame. If I hadn’t…” 
 
“Stop. Don’t put this on you. Buying her paintings may not have been the smartest idea, but it may have made her realize what she needed to do, and that’s a good thing.”
 
Watching Neil being bombarded with questions, he couldn’t agree. “I should be there right now,” Gib said, more to himself than to his mother.
 
“I know you want to, but now you have to give her some time.”
 
“Time?” He said it through clenched teeth. “ I moved out of the guest house. I haven’t called or seen her for two weeks.”
 
“Then wait another two, until all this dies down. She doesn’t need to drop this kind of bomb on the public and then have her name in every tabloid because you guys are together. It’s bad enough that a lot of people are going to see her as some leech, instead of as someone who did something right for her family.”
 
The thought of waiting, of not being with Neil through this, brought Gib out his chair. “There has to be something I can do.” He hated the feeling of helplessness. His anger at it damn near choked him.
 
“You’ll make things worse if you do. You know Neil, and you know that she wouldn’t want you stepping in.” 
 
“Chez is there.” The phone made a small cracking sound and he loosened his grip around it.
 
“He’s there to corroborate the story. This is hard for you. You want to be there with her.” Victoria hesitated. “But I think you should wait and let her come to you.”
 
Too frustrated to listen anymore, he got off the phone with his mother. Then he turned the volume up on the television and just watched.
 
*****

After the press conference, Neil did what she had never thought she’d do—she hid. Not even her own stubborn pride would allow her to be barricaded in her own home. Instead, she left Whistle Lake behind and retreated to the old family cabin, where no one would find her. She hadn’t thought of the place herself in years, other than remembering the afternoon when her father had painted her there. Releasing a breath, she went out onto the porch, where the rocking chair still beckoned, rocking gently in the piney breeze.
 
Chez stood looking out on the landscape.
 
“I wanted to thank you again for all you’ve done.”
 
Chez turned to her. The lined face looked even more tired with the sun setting behind his back. “I needed to do this. For me.” He sighed heavily. “And for you. When I saw one of your pieces on the market, I knew I had to do this.” Neil hugged herself as she listened to him, not knowing what to say. “I was Nathanial’s friend before I was his agent. I forgot that. If you can forgive me…” Chez’s voice thickened, and he turned back to the trees surrounding the cabin and the lake spread before it. 
 
Feeling the old hurts healing, Neil said, “It’s already forgotten.”
 
He nodded, getting himself together. “In about a week, you can go home.”
 
Neil shook her head. “There are others to think of, like my neighbors, for one. The people in Whistle Lake aren’t equipped to deal with the locust-like invasion of the press. The editor-in-chief of The Linton Herald may be a close friend to many of the reporters.” She shook her head more vehemently this time. “But for everyone else to be squeezed for minute details about my life would be unfair. Sure, many of those vultures will still try, but they at least won’t be camped out on my doorstep.”
 
Chez smiled for the first time since she’d seen him. “You’re right. Eventually they’ll get tired and go on to another story.”
 
“Yeah,” Neil agreed.
 
She moved from the door to him, placing a hand on his shoulder. He put his hand over hers and the weight of the day finally hit. She’d dropped a huge story on the world. Her past was now in her past. All she could do was wait for the excitement to die down, but her world was starting to feel right again.
 
She turned to the sound of her ringing phone. The only person who had the number was Linny—despite what was going on, she still had a job to do, responsibilities she wouldn’t ignore. She had given her word, and right now that was all she had.
 
“I’ll be back,” she said to Chez, but she wasn’t sure he heard her. Picking up the phone, she answered, 
 
“Yes?”
 
“I have incredible news.”
 
She had expected Linny to call and tell her of the problems she needed to fix. “Right now may not be a good time.” 
 
“I think you’ll want to hear this.” She leaned against the kitchen counter. “Shoot.”
 
“I went by the house today.”
 
Did he see Gib? Was he okay? Had he seen her on the television? Was he proud of her? She bit back the questions. “And…?”
 
“I’ve decided to make it official. You’re the new worksite manager.”
 
“Oh.” She deflated, suddenly without hope of hearing about Gib. She couldn’t bring herself to ask.
 
“Oh?” Linny echoed.
 
Isn’t this what I’ve been breaking my back for? Where’s the enthusiasm? Neil thought. “I mean, Yay!”
 
“I know I’m a man, but even I know when a woman is faking it.”
 
Neil sighed. “I’m sorry, Linny. I am excited. 
 
I’ll take the job and the raise. I can never have too many tools.”
 
“Celebrate.” He paused. “I’ll talk to you later.” Neil hung up the phone, feeling hollow. She should be excited. She should be screaming at the top of her lungs, but she wasn’t because, besides wanting the job, wanting to paint again, she wanted Gib.
 


CHAPTER 15

His home, elaborate, eclectic, and comfortable, was done. Gib couldn’t bring himself to go and see it. He didn’t know how he could live in it, knowing Neil had been there, worked there, touched everything, left a piece of herself there because she had the passion to build it. She had seen the passion in his blueprints and built it for him.
 
His mother wasn’t any help. After giving him advice to give Neil time, she constantly reminded him that maybe, now, he should go see her. “Quit being such a chicken and go check on her.”
 
He knew Victoria had gone to see Neil since she’d come back, but he still couldn’t make himself do the same. It wasn’t often he made a gamble that didn’t work to his advantage, but that’s what he’d done when he bought all her paintings. He had thought he was doing for her what she had done for him, giving encouragement and hope. He doubted that on his own he would have enrolled in college to finish his architecture degree, but her faith in him, even when she hadn’t cared too much for him, had made it easy.
 
School started in a week. Meanwhile, the business was coming together so that in another month or so he’d have it as he’d envisioned. He had everything but Neil.
 
The intercom on his desk buzzed. He pressed the button. “Yeah.”
 
His secretary’s voice chirped, “A man named Linny Walker is here to see you. He doesn’t have an appointment.”
 
Gib smiled. His secretary’s driving force was to make sure no one got in without an appointment. “Send him in.”
 
Gib stood when Linny came through the mahogany doors. His friend looked cleaned up and spit-shined, unfamiliar in a business suit. Gib raised his eyebrows. For as long as he’d known Linny, he’d never seen him in a suit. “Now, who stuffed you into that outfit?”
 
Linny laughed and sat in the chair in front of the desk. “No one. I’m here on business—have to dress the part. I’ve been hearing in the streets that you’re starting your own architectural business.”
 
“True.”
 
“I want to hand you a proposition.” Gib sat down in his chair. “Go ahead.”
 
“I want to do the construction end, but only for the areas surrounding Linton County. It won’t be large scale to you, since your company will probably hire people in New York and here in San Francisco, but…”
 
To stop his childhood friend from floundering further, Gib interrupted him. “Being associated with my company will increase your business. Do you have the manpower to handle something that size?”
 
Linny grinned. “I have an incredible new worksite manager who can handle anything. She recently finished a large estate that would have taken some at least a full year to get the job done. She did it in six months. On top of that, she dumped all the skeletons out of her closet and was still able to run a tight operation while she was in hiding. She can handle anything you give her.”
 
Gib’s gut clenched with the mention of Neil. “I suppose.” He leaned forward. “Is she okay?”
 
Linny shifted in his seat. “You’ll have to talk to her. Matter of fact, she’s ready to give you the keys.” When Gib didn’t say anything, Linny continued. “I don’t know what was between you guys, but she isn’t the same person anymore. I don’t think she’s been to the Tavern since she’s been back, and the press isn’t even hounding her anymore. She doesn’t curse or spit like she used to, just mopes around looking introspective.” Linny shivered, as if there weren’t worse things for Neil to be. “I want my old hot-headed, spitting, cursing Neil back.” Linny stared him down, letting his unspoken words sink in.
 
“I know.” He tapped his pen against the desk and then his eyes narrowed. “You know, I’ve been wanting to play some pool for a while.”
 
“Did you not hear what I said?” Gib smiled, reaching for his phone. “I heard every word.”
 
*****

The newspaper rustled under her feet as Neil reached for another paintbrush. She found it fitting to make use of the front pages with her face on them. She tilted her head, looking at the chin of the man she’d been inspired to draw when she woke up. Neil cursed when the doorbell rang and held the paintbrush like a weapon as she opened the door.
 
“Good thing we weren’t the Girl Scouts,” Linda said. “That face would have scared them silly.”
 
“I’m…”
 
“Busy, yeah, yeah.” Anna moved into the house, the others following behind her.
 
“We’ve decided you need a night of booze and more booze,” Barbara said.
 
“You only have yourself to blame,” Janice pointed out. “We’ve been calling you, with no answer. We get a little feisty when ignored.”
 
“Hear, hear,” Neil mimicked.
 
“Hey, she’s catching onto our sarcasm.” Linda pretended surprise.
 
When they all crossed their arms ready for battle if she said anything besides yes, Neil let go of the doorknob. “I’m in the middle of something.”
 
Anna placed a hand on her hip and raised an eyebrow. She was the only one Neil didn’t think she could take. Neil grabbed for her last anchor and again lifted the paintbrush for them to see.
 
“That just means you need to change clothes, because you have paint all over yourself,” Anna said. “Hear…”
 
“Hear,” Barbara finished for Janice.
 
“We will get you naked and drag you upstairs, into clothes, and out the door.” Linda gave her an I-mean-it look.
 
Neil narrowed her eyes, fighting the smile. “You’re nothing but bullies.”
 
“I consider myself your friend,” Linda said.
 
“And to me, that’s synonymous when a friend becomes a hermit.” Barbara turned to Janice. “Does it look like she’s bathed? Because she doesn’t look like she’s bathed, to me.”
 
“Hear…”
 
“Okay, I hear you. I’ll be back.” Neil ran up the stairs and threw on the first pair of jeans and shirt she could find, unsure if they’d think she was stalling if she took more time to find something decent to wear. She didn’t want to be dragged in her panties to The Tavern. She found the living room empty when she came back downstairs, but glancing out the glass doors she could see the four of them standing around her painting. Fear clutched her throat.
 
Once outside with them, she said, “It’s not ready.”
 
“It’s beautiful.” Janice spoke softly. 
 
“I love it,” Barbara agreed.
 
“Damn.” Linda shook her head. “You’ve got talent.”
 
“Hell, it’s Gib.” Anna pointed out the obvious.
 
Neil laughed. “It’s not done. It’s a sketch.”
 
“Don’t be modest,” Linda said. “It’s not like you.”
 
Neil tilted her head and tried to see what they saw. For one, it was Gib, and two, for a washed-up forger, it wasn’t bad. Yes, everything in her life was starting to line up like it was supposed to. Neil thought of Gib, as she’d been doing a lot lately.
 
Maybe it was time to call him. God, how she wanted to hear his voice. Baby steps, she told herself. “I’m ready to go to The Tavern.”
 
“Hot damn.” Anna clapped her hands. “Let’s go.”
 
*****

Gib, watching the door, finally saw Neil. She was laughing at something Linda had just said. He let out a breath, only to have it catch in his throat when her gaze met his. She was okay—mad, from the way her eyes narrowed at him, but okay. He turned from her and picked his cue stick from the rack. He had to get his mind on the game, because this time it was important. He heard Linda say, “Well, look at what the cat dragged in.”
 
He turned to see disbelief on Neil’s face. She was onto them. “What a coincidence. Out of all the places you guys drag me to.” She glared at the gang as she said it, but the gang was looking at him expectantly.
 
It was his turn now. He’d asked them to bring her here, on yet another gamble. But isn’t that what love is, betting against the odds, and hoping like hell to win? He leaned against the pool table, dropping a quarter in the coin slot.
 
“How about a game?” he said. 
 
She stuffed her hands in her back pockets. He couldn’t read her face, and for a moment he thought she’d turn and leave. “Why should I?”
 
“I hear you’ve beaten every player in this joint.” 
 
She bit her lip and looked down, and he could see her trying to hide a smile. When she met his gaze again, he saw the gleam. “You do know how to play, don’t you? I’ve seen your hands up close, and they are definitely manicured.”
 
Neil’s heart beat in her chest as that smile, that wonderful smile of his, broke across his face. He said, “Last time, I recall, I beat you.”
 
“You don’t play fair.”
 
And because it was love and pool, she crossed the sea of green to him, making sure their bodies touched as she did.
 
Neil held his gaze when she reached for a pool stick. “It’ll be in your favor to remember that. Rack ‘em.”
 
She saw the confusion fill his gaze, but he moved to take the balls out of the pockets. He placed them in the middle of the table and lined them up. She watched him, her heart still in her throat. Neil wanted to go to him, smell him, touch him, kiss him, but she needed to know one thing.
 
He motioned to the table. “Ladies first.”
 
“What’s the wager?” she asked, and held her breath.
 
“Two hundred bucks sounds good.” Her breath whooshed out in anger. What had she expected? Was Gib really the type to say, For your heart? Yes, yes, he was, but never in those words. This time she noticed the glint in his eyes and didn’t ignore it. She sank three striped balls and continued until she scratched.
 
“Not bad, but let me show you something.” And did he. He played against her as her equal, this time, and no one was winning, which meant they both were losing in this game. Neil waited until only the eight-ball was left.
 
“Before you win, I’d like to tell you something.” She let her hand trail over the wooden edge as she walked to him. This time she didn’t notice the quiet, nor how her co-workers watched, or how money changed hands. She stood in front of him and placed a hand over his heart. It beat wildly under her trembling fingers, and she knew the one thing she needed to know.
 
This game was more than a game to him. Neil didn’t hesitate when she leaned into him, to his ear, and said quietly, “Gibland Winnfred the Third, I love you so much it hurts, and that’s the best damn luck you’ll ever have.”
 
He didn’t move when she stepped back to the other side of the pool table. He rubbed his face and she couldn’t read him. She was betting against fate and she’d be damned if she lost. Gib finally met her gaze.
 
He grinned at her, and in that moment everything felt right. “I’m upping the wager and throwing in another bet.”
 
“Depends.” Her voice shook on the word. “On the odds.”
 
“Seeing as how…” He looked down at the eight-ball and positioned himself. He shook his head and met her gaze. “I love you, too…” He let the words hang in the air before he said, “I think it raises the stakes.”
 
“Take the shot.” 
 
“I love you,” he said again.
 
She couldn’t breathe as he took his shot. The eight-ball bounced off the corner of the pool table.
 
She picked the ball up and readied herself to win this game. “You still haven’t said what the wager is.”
 
“Marriage.”
 
The pool stick sat immobile in her hands. “The bet?”
 
“I can get you to marry me within a month.”
 
Neil rested her head on the table, knowing she wouldn’t be able to take her shot now. “No deal,” she said as he walked toward her, unsure, as if he’d never walked this path before. Neil swallowed back the tears. “You’d win, and there I’d go, losing another damn bet against you.”
 
He wrapped his arms around her and it felt like the best gamble she’d ever made against him. 
 
He glanced at the pool table, then back to her. “We can think of this as a win-win situation. What do you say?” he said softly, with all the love she had ever wanted from him.
 
Neil had everything and nothing to lose. She let the pool stick fall from her fingers. “Deal.” Gib kissed her thoroughly, and her last thought before her mind went to mush was, Damn, the man can kiss.
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