
  
    [image: Tucker]
  

  
    
      Tucker

      The Family Simon Book One

    

    
      
        Juliana Stone

      

    

    
      Juliana Stone Publishing

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2014 Juliana Stone

        All rights reserved.

      

      

      

      
        
        ISBN-13: 9781988474281

      

      

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Cover designed by JS Designs Cover Art

      www.jsdesignscoverart.com

      

      Editor: Linda Ingmanson

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Tucker

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Jack

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Juliana Stone

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          [image: Tucker]
        

      
    

  

  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2014 Juliana Stone

        All rights reserved.

      

      

      

      
        
        ISBN-13: 9781988474281

      

      

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Cover designed by JS Designs Cover Art

      www.jsdesignscoverart.com

      

      Editor: Linda Ingmanson

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Tucker Simon hadn’t been to a wedding in five years and damned if he was going to this one alone.

      At least, not if he could help it.

      With a grimace, he slid onto the barstool and tossed his crumpled invitation in front of him. He used his index finger to push the offending invite a couple inches away and glared at it. If he was Superman, his X-ray vision would have sent the damn thing up in smoke.

      Sure, the pale pink paper, the bold gold lettering, and the stinking scent of something way too girly for a man to sniff was enough to get him worked up. But it was the thought of walking into that church and reception without his plus one that had him on edge.

      What. The. Hell.

      His mother had been on his back for months about his dating—or lack thereof—and had made it clear she expected him to show up with someone.  Anyone.  According to her, people were starting to talk.  According to her, they were worried.

      According to her, he was too young to be alone. As if thirty-one was the magic number for lost causes.

      He believed her exact words were, “I don’t care if you have to hire someone. In fact, I’ll make some inquiries. Your third cousin on your father’s side was arrested a few years back for getting caught with a prostitute, but we’d be willing to overlook that.”

      First off, the fact that his mother was willing to troll for prostitutes was alarming, especially considering the political aspirations of the oldest Simon, Jack.

      Secondly, Tucker Simon had never paid anyone for sex—ever—and he had no intention of doing it now. Sure, he’d had a long dry spell after Marley went missing—he still refused to say died—but that was behind him.

      Man, was it behind him.

      If his mother knew the truth—that over the last year he’d had a shit-ton of meaningless sex with faceless women he didn’t care to know—her tune would be a little different. Or maybe not.  Maybe in her mind, a connection—any kind of connection—was better than nothing.

      As it was, she hadn’t even blinked when he’d told her he was bringing his current lady-friend to the wedding. He’d thought for sure it would at least be cause for his mom’s imperious raised eyebrow. The one he’d seen way too many times to count.

      He’d thrown Sonya Devonish at her.

      Of the European Devonishes.

      And nothing. Not even an eye twitch.

      They were the ones who’d made billions from the black market in Russia. The ones rumored to have ties to organized crime.  And the ones who had spawned a generation of young women who were famous for being infamous.  And loose.  And kind of tactless.

      Sonya Devonish was a trust fund baby with a wild past, an even wilder reputation—the general public didn’t know the half of it—and apparently no qualms about cancelling on him at the last minute.

      Now he was stuck attending his cousin’s wedding, with the entire damn Simon family along for the ride.

      Alone.

      Shee-iitt.

      If his twin brother was coming back for the big event, Tucker would have been fine. He would have hung out with Teague and they would have devoured a couple bottles of Grey Goose, danced with a few Aunties and called it a night.

      But Teague was still in Africa, his older brother Jack always had a woman in hand, and Beau—as in his movie star brother—was a lost cause and officially off the market.

      Damn that Betty Jo Barker.

      A genuine smile crossed his face when he thought of her. The fiery triplet was good for Beau—more than good for him—his brother had been ready to meet the one for a while now.  And as much as Tucker was happy for Beau, there was a part of him that was bitter.  Jealous even.

      Because Tucker had had it all.  Once.

      “What can I get ya?”

      Tucker glanced up and blinked, a little confused.  It was seven o’clock on a Wednesday evening and his tall, frosty draft was usually waiting for him seconds after he sat down.

      “Ah,” he mumbled, running a hand through his hair and tugging on his tie.  Shit. What was his beer of choice?

      The burly bartender crossed his arms over a massive chest, cocked his head to the side and waited while Tucker tried to see around him.  Where the hell was⁠—

      “I’ve got this, Pete.”

      Abby Mathews.

      A tall, slender brunette handed him a cold mug and planted her hands on the bartop. “Just so you know, Tucker, you’ve been drinking Guinness every Wednesday for the last year.”

      Tucker grabbed the mug, held it aloft with a grin, and then took a long drink before settling back onto his stool.

      The Black Dog was a pub not far from Times Square, between 7th Avenue and 9th. It wasn’t some high class kind of joint.  Instead, it was a family owned bar with entertainment on the weekends, and it had the best wings in the city.  Abby’s family had owned the place for several generations, and she and her six brothers took their turns helping out her folks.

      Tucker liked the place because of the laid back atmosphere, and there was something about the Mathews brood that reminded him of his own family, complete with an over abundance of testosterone and the one lone sister to keep them real.

      A sister who was damn fine to look at, with all that dark mahogany hair, creamy skin and huge hazel/brown eyes.

      But she was a sister who was off limits.

      Tucker had been warned away by her older brother Mick a few weeks after he’d started to frequent The Black Dog.  He’d been told in no uncertain terms that Abby Mathews wasn’t for public consumption, and she certainly wasn’t the kind of girl who fooled around with guys like Tucker Simon.

      Guys who were looking for a diversion, because they just wanted to forget.

      Guys who weren’t looking for anything serious.

      And Tucker sure as hell wasn’t looking for anything close to serious.

      So, he’d taken Mick’s warning under advisement, and over the course of the last year, he and Abby had become friends.  He liked her.  He liked her a lot, but it was a platonic kind of thing.  Not exactly sisterly—she was way too hot to go there—but it was a friendship nonetheless.

      Besides, Abby was dating some useless musician with no money who was constantly coming into The Black Dog looking for cash. He wondered why the Mathews boys hadn’t gotten rid of him, because if he was dating Tucker’s sister, he would have taken care of it himself.

      Personally, Tucker thought the guy was a loser with minimal talent—he’d seen the guy perform at the bar—and Abby was wasting her time with him.  He didn’t get what she saw in the guy, but ultimately it was none of his business.

      “What’s this?”  Abby scooped up the invitation.

      “Wedding,” Tucker replied, his mood dark again.  “Family wedding.”

      “Oh,” she said, as she put it back in front of him.  “You don’t seem excited about it.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Why?”

      Tucker shrugged and took another sip of beer. The place was hopping—Wednesday was their half price wing night—and it was loud. Did he want to get into it right now?

      “I thought you and your family were close.  That you all got along great,” Abby said as she grabbed a drink for the guy on the stool beside Tucker.

      “We do.”

      She took the cash from the man, deftly avoiding his lingering fingers and leaned against the bar, eyebrows raised as she stared at Tucker.

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      Tucker rested his elbows on the bar.  Fuck it.  He needed to talk to someone and right now, Abby was all he had.

      “I don’t want to go alone.”

      He winced as the words came out, because, shit, could he sound any more pathetic?  But it was a simple truth that led to the bigger, broader picture.

      “I get that,” she said softly.

      And for a second, Tucker stared into perfect brown eyes that knew about his past. That knew about his pain.

      Hell, who didn’t?  For a while there, he’d been in the tabloids every other week.  The Simon family had always been ripe for the picking—with Beau being a bona fide superstar and Jack well on his way to the White House—the comparisons to the Kennedys had dogged them for generations.

      When Tucker’s young wife had gone missing, his family had done their best to shield him from the endless CNN coverage, or the half-truths printed in the trashy gossip rags.  Eventually it had blown over—three years between then and now would do that—and he’d been able to live in relative anonymity in New York City.

      Oh, there were still moments when the paparazzi interfered, nabbing pictures of him jogging in Central Park, grabbing groceries at the market around the corner from his apartment, or eating a bagel for Christ sake. He knew they were trying to snap pictures of him with a woman and he took great pains to keep out of the public eye when he was with one.  But for the most part, they left him alone and he supposed he could thank the insatiable appetite the public had for new scandal or tragedy.

      Tucker Simon—the tragic one—was yesterday’s news.

      His family, however, was another thing altogether.  His mother was on a mission to find him some kind of happiness, and it killed him to know that it just wasn’t out there for him. It had gone down with Marley’s plane.

      He was sick and tired of putting on that mask, the one his family needed to see in order for them to get off his back.  The one that said he was okay with the world.  The one that said he was halfway to happy.

      It was an illusion and a damn lie.

      “What happened to that Sonya you brought here last weekend?”

      Tucker’s frown deepened as his level of pissed off increased. “She bailed.”

      “Wow.  Can’t say that I’m surprised.”

      Tucker glanced up.  “Sounds like you aren’t a fan.”

      “I’m not.  What was her excuse?  She had a pedicure scheduled and couldn’t miss it?”

      She was good. Tucker would give her that.  “Nope, it was more like a spa weekend she forgot about in Arizona.”

      Abby looked disgusted. “I don’t know why you waste time with women like her.”

      Tucker took another long drink before he settled back. It was simple really. “Women like Sonya know the score.  They know I’m not in it for the long haul and as long as she’s getting what she wants we’re good.”

      “What about what you want?”

      Surprised, he didn’t answer her at first. “I don’t want anything more than what I’m getting.”

      “Bullshit.”

      He yanked his head up. “What?”

      Abby tossed her long ponytail behind her shoulder and leaned forward until she was so close he could see the small sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of her nose.  He inhaled a crisp shot of…something nice…and for a moment, his mind went blank.  For that one moment, he didn’t hear the noise in the bar or feel the people jostling behind him.  He didn’t see the woman sitting two stools down, the one who kept trying to get his attention.

      Nope. The only thing he saw was Abby.

      Her heart shaped face.

      Those big intense eyes.

      And her disgust.

      “I said that’s bullshit, Tucker, as in bull…”

      She grabbed a lime from under the bar and shoved it into a beer bottle before sliding it down to a customer.  Then she put her hands on her hips and pinned him with a look that said it all.

      “Shit,” she said slowly, so that there was no way he could mistake her meaning. She really was disgusted with him.

      Tucker’s eyes fell to her mouth and maybe his mind shouldn’t have gone there, but holy hell, he couldn’t stop himself and it did.

      He found himself wondering how soft her lips were and what she would taste like. He wondered what she would feel like.  Naked.

      What she would look like. Naked.

      What she would⁠—

      “You know what you need, Tucker?”

      Abby’s sharp voice cut through the fog in his brain, and he cleared his throat.  “I’m guessing you’re going to tell me.”

      “You need to stop wasting time with all these women who’ll never figure into the rest of your life. Are you really happy with the endless parade of boobs with no brains?”

      “Hey, the women I date have brains,” he protested.

      “You don’t date,” she shot back. “You sleep with these women for as long as they don’t bother you for more than what you’re giving…and then you move on.”

      He was getting annoyed.

      “And,” Abby continued. “Contrary to what you like to tell yourself, they are boobs with no brains, because any woman with half a brain wouldn’t put up with your bullshit.”

      “Not true.” Tucker settled back on his stool. “There was Candy.”

      “Sandy.”

      “What?”

      “Her name was Sandy.”

      Irritated, he shrugged. “Sandy.  She was a teacher.”

      Abby tossed her rag onto the bar and shook her head. “She taught yoga.”

      He frowned.  “Right.”

      Then smiled. “She was damn flexible.”

      Abby muttered something under her breath that he couldn’t quite hear, and leaned closer to him. “Jesus, Tucker, you’ve had what, six or seven of them in the last few months?  Doesn’t it get old?”

      Okay, he was starting to get more than a little pissed.  Since when did Abby Mathews think she had a handle on what was going on inside him?  She was just a bartender, not a damn therapist.

      “They’re adults, Abby, and they know the score. There’s no lying, no secrets. I don’t want anything more than what these women give me. What’s wrong with that? Does it make me an asshole?”

      “No,” she said, grabbing up her rag and wiping at a spot on the bar. “It…you know what?  Never mind.”

      But something in her tone got to him.

      He stood up.  “You started this. What is it that you think I need?”

      Her nostrils flared, a subtle movement, but he caught it.  It told him a few things. One of which was the fact that Abby Mathews was just as riled and pissed as he was.

      She tossed her rag and glared at him.

      “You need someone you can talk to. Someone who’s willing to cancel a goddamn spa weekend if you need her.  Someone who is not just a piece of ass you can screw and then throw away. That kind of living isn’t good for anybody, no matter how easy it seems.”

      Abby shoved her hands into the front pockets of her jeans and shrugged. “Jesus, Tucker, you need a friend.”

      Tucker stared at her hard for several long seconds.

      He saw her throat move as she swallowed.

      He saw the pulse beat at the base of her neck…the way she licked at the corner of her mouth.

      He stared at her for so long that his mind started wandering again, going to a place that it shouldn’t go.

      A wandering mind that was chugging full steam ahead toward something he never would have considered, but…

      “Then come with me,” he said softly.  So softly that at first he wasn’t sure he actually said it.

      Abby was silent for a few seconds, and then she leaned forward again, placing her palms on the bar as she cranked her head in order to look up at him.

      “You only said that because you don’t think I will.”

      No.  He had said that because he was fucking crazy.  He opened his mouth to say something, but nothing came out.

      “When do you leave?” she asked, her voice low.

      A heartbeat passed.  What the hell was he doing?

      “Tomorrow night.”

      Abby took a step back, her eyes briefly on the invitation that was now stuck to the bar.  She paused and then exhaled as she nodded, her eyes shadowed.

      “Okay.” She licked her lips, nodding again. “But we’re just friends.  Got that?”

      Tucker cleared his throat. “Sure we are, but uh, what’s your music man gonna think?”

      Abby’s eyes slid away, and then she shrugged. “We’re not dating anymore.”

      Surprised, Tucker had no words.  Since when?

      He watched her slip past the new bartender until she disappeared from view. Then he caught sight of Mick staring at him with a look that wasn’t exactly brotherly love.

      He tossed a ten dollar bill onto the bar.

      Shit. What the hell had he just done?
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      You can do this.

      You can do this.

      You can do this.

      The mantra echoed in her head as Abby Mathews splashed cold water on her face and took a moment.  What the hell was she doing?

      She stared down at the worn, porcelain sink, at the dark grey spidery cracks and blue toothpaste stuck to the drain, and thought she was going to heave.

      Who was she kidding? On what planet could she do this?  She must have been crazy to even suggest it.

      A loud knock at the door brought her head up, and as much as she tried to avoid the sight of her big, scared eyes, she couldn’t help herself.

      They stopped her cold.

      Oh God.  Tucker was going to know as soon as he saw her.

      Damn.

      He was going to know everything.

      “Abby?”  Her roommate, Lisa, knocked again, but this time a little louder.  “Abby?  Are you okay?”

      No.

      “I’m good.”  She grimaced. Dammit, she sounded worse than the night she’d come home high on drugs after getting her wisdom teeth pulled.

      Lisa jiggled the doorknob and Abby let her in.

      “Crap,” Lisa murmured, wedging her way into the small space so that she could close the door behind her.

      Crap was pretty much an understatement.

      “Okay,” Lisa said slowly, eyes moving from the top of Abby’s head all the way to her booted toes. “Good news is that you look great. No, that’s a lie. You look more than great.  You look hot! Honestly, Abigail, the red silk top makes your boobs look, well, like you have boobs, and it’s a classy touch paired with your jeans.” Lisa squealed. “And those Mendel boots are killer.”

      “They should be considering I spent my entire paycheck on them.” Abby paused. “Bad news?”

      Lisa inhaled a big gulp of air. “The bad news is that he’s here,” she said in a rush, her blue eyes wide as she tucked a long piece of Abby’s hair behind her ear. “Are you sure you should be doing this?”

      Abby saw the concern in her roommate’s eyes and offered up a small smile.

      “No way in hell should I be doing this.” She gulped in air. “But I can’t cancel now.”

      “Sure you can,” Lisa said, her blond hair shining as she twirled a piece between her fingers.  “Just tell him you’ve got the flu.”

      Abby frowned.

      “Or a bad case of Island Fever Fungus.”

      “Island Fever Fungus?”

      “Yep. Island Fever Fungus.” Lisa nodded. “Sounds kind of gross, don’t you think? Personally, I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near that shit.”

      A small smile tugged on the corner of Abby’s mouth.  “I can’t.”

      Lisa sighed. “I know.  But I gotta warn you, Abs.  He’s looking really, really good tonight.”

      “Great.”

      “Like he’d turn half the lesbian population hetero just by smiling at them.”

      “Huh.”

      “He’s all casual and denim and blue plaid and, oh my god, he’s wearing Doc Martens.  I mean, what guy doesn’t look good in a pair of Docs?”

      “True,” Abby murmured.

      “So when I say that he looks hot⁠—“

      “Okay, I get it Lisa. We can stop this now.”  Irritated, Abby grabbed her makeup bag off the counter and shoved it into her carry-on.

      “Sweetie, I just don’t want to see you get hurt. And let’s face it Abigail, Tucker Simon could hurt you.  Not on purpose or anything. I mean, he doesn’t know…”

      Abby’s eyebrow shot up.

      Her roommate squirmed a bit, her cheeks pink and spiky blond hair askew, though she refused to back down.  “He doesn’t know that you’re into him.” She lowered her voice. “In that way. So, you know, if he breaks your heart or anything, it’s not really his fault.”

      Abby cleared her throat.

      “That’s all I’m saying,” Lisa said hesitantly.

      “Are you done?” Abby asked.

      Lisa nodded. “I think so.”

      “Good.  Because I have to go.  I gave him my word and unlike the women he’s been hanging with lately, I won’t break it.”

      Abby scooped up her bag and moved past Lisa, crossing the hallway to her room so that she could grab her suitcase. She then headed toward the stairs that led to the main floor of their open-concept loft.

      “Oh and whatever you do, don’t get drunk.”

      Here we go.

      “God, drunk Abby is either messy Abby or horny Abby, and considering you haven’t had sex in like, forever, I’m guessing horny Abby would show up, and if you sleep with him⁠—”

      That was it. Totally pissed, Abby whirled around.  “I am not sleeping with Tucker Simon.”

      Silence greeted her words.

      Words that echoed against the walls before settling inside her ears.  Words that she was pretty sure the entire building had heard—a throat cleared behind her—including Tucker Simon.

      “Okay, so now that we’ve got that out of the way…”

      Abby winced. Why did his voice feel so damn intimate?

      “We should get going, or we’re going to miss our flight.”  Again. Voice like warm chocolate.

      Abby glared at her roommate, before smoothing her damp palms over the tops of her jeans.

      She turned around.

      Mentally she’d been preparing herself for this moment ever since she uttered those stupid words the night before—when are you leaving?—but just the sight of him was like a punch to the gut.

      Lisa was right. Holy hell was she right.

      Tucker Simon looked so achingly good that her girlie parts were already buzzing. This physical thing she felt for Tucker was going to be a huge inconvenience this weekend.

      Huge.

      Inconvenience.

      Mouth dry, she attempted a smile.

      His thick, dark hair curled up from underneath a worn, Yankee ball cap, and damn, but the blue plaid over the plain white T-shirt made him look a little rougher.  A little more real, somehow.

      She was used to seeing Tucker in suits and ties, but this side of him—this casual, laid-back, yummy side—was easy on the eyes.  The shadowing of stubble on his chin and those dimples when he smiled were sexy enough to melt a nun’s panties.

      “Are you all right, Abby?” he asked, his warm chocolate eyes intent as he stared up at her.

      Jesus, if she wasn’t careful, she was going to fall headlong down the stairs and right into them.

      “What?”  She took a step. Okay. This was good.  “I’m fine. I was just…”

      She took another step and exhaled.  One more to go.

      “Lisa is just you know…”

      And she was there, right in front of him.  “Annoying.”

      Tucker’s eyes moved behind her briefly before landing on Abby again.  “Okay,” he said.  “You’re sure you still want to do this?  My family is kind of insane.”

      Warmth seeped into every pore of her body and for a second, Abby just took the time to drink him in.  She was sure that the world continued spinning, just as she was sure Lisa was wringing her hands together like a dishrag—the way she did when she didn’t know what else to do with them.

      And she was sure that she was still breathing—mainly because she wasn’t choking…

      But most of all, Abigail Mathews was pretty damn sure that even though this weekend was going to tax the ever-loving-daylights out of her, there was nowhere else she’d rather be than with Tucker Simon.

      She knew she couldn’t have him in a forever kind of way, and she knew that she couldn’t have him on a casual level either—she wouldn’t survive that.

      But she could be there for him.  She could enjoy being there for him. Seeing him relaxed and maybe happy.  And for now that had to be enough.  That’s what friends did for each other.

      Okay, she thought, time to pull up the bootstraps.

      “I’m sure,” she said tugging on her carry-on.

      Tucker reached for her suitcase, his fingers grazing hers as he closed them around the handle.  But she was good. She hid her reaction with the ease and maturity of a girl who’d been fighting these feelings for months.

      She could do this.

      Abby glanced back at her roommate and winked.  “See you on Monday.”  She quickly sidestepped past Tucker and headed out the front door.  “But just so you know, Tucker. I’m clear on that one thing.”

      “Yeah? What one thing was that?” he asked, handing her luggage over to the taxi driver.

      He opened the door and stood back. Okay, did he have to smell as good as he looked?

      “I’m not sleeping with you.”

      “Got it.”

      She jerked up—he’d answered that way too fast—and his easy grin was nearly her undoing.

      Don’t look at his dimples.

      “Just friends,” he said, his voice warm and smooth like butter.

      For a moment, their eyes collided. They collided and held and nothing short of the ground splitting open was tearing them apart.

      Abby’s breath caught.  Something shifted.  She saw it in the way his eyes darkened.  In the way his nostrils flared.

      And it scared the crap out of her.

      The urge to turn tail and run was so strong that if Tucker wasn’t standing between Abby and freedom, she just might have done it.

      But then the taxi driver slammed the trunk shut and though she jumped, her eyes didn’t leave Tucker.

      “Where to?” the driver asked as he rounded the cab and reached for the driver side door.

      “La Guardia,” Tucker answered.

      “Okay.”  The driver paused, half in the cab.  “But you guys have to actually get in the cab before I can leave.”

      The driver’s sarcasm was heavy, but they both ignored him.

      “This is your last chance to change your mind, Abby,” Tucker murmured. “I won’t hold it against you.  Like I said, the entire Simon clan can be a little overwhelming.”

      Abby thought of what her roommate had said earlier—that Abby was into Tucker. In that way. God, Lisa didn’t know the half of it.  Abby wasn’t just into Tucker Simon—she was absolutely, head-over-freaking-heels in love with him.

      Hence, the whole inconvenient thing.

      She’d realized it several weeks earlier.

      Or maybe she’d known it all along, but it had stayed hidden, like a secret afraid of the light.

      One Friday night, he’d stayed after hours and they’d played darts in the back of the bar until three in the morning. Those hours had passed much too quickly and she’d still been buzzing the next night when he’d shown up for last call with a tall, classy blond on his arm.  It was at that moment Abby knew.

      It wasn’t just jealousy that she’d felt.  It was hurt. It was gut-wrenching hurt. How crazy was that?  Over the course of the last year, this man had come to mean so much to her, and not only did he not know, she was pretty sure that if he did, he would have stopped coming by The Black Dog.

      Because he was a decent man.

      So, she’d done nothing about it. She’d pretended that nothing had changed, because the highlight of her week was when Tucker came into the bar.  It was a highlight she wasn’t willing to throw away.  Not yet anyway.

      Now here she was, staring at a man who would probably break her heart.

      Abby should have grabbed her bags, made up a lame excuse and called it a day.  She should have hightailed it the hell out of there.

      But she didn’t.

      Instead she slid into the cab and held her breath until, a few seconds later, Tucker joined her.

      She was either making the biggest mistake of her life or...or maybe not.

      She groaned and closed her eyes, feeling anxious, excited and scared as hell.
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      “All the rooms are sold out, Mr. Simon. I’m sorry.  We’ve only got the one that you booked available. The suite overlooking the ocean with a king size bed.”

      Tucker ran his hands through the hair at his nape and tried to hide his irritation. Shit.

      It was nearly one in the morning, and they’d just arrived at The Manor Hotel and Golf Resort in Key Biscayne.  Tucker was tired as hell.

      No, he was tired as hell, frustrated beyond belief, and a whole bunch of other stuff he didn’t want to think about right now.

      “There has to be at least one room available.”

      The desk clerk’s bald head shone beneath the overhead lights and his round, brown eyes were direct as he peered over his heavy frame glasses.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Simon, but we’re hosting two conventions this weekend and are at capacity. I can make a few calls and see if you and your…” The clerk’s eyes slid to Abby who stood a few feet away, fidgeting with her carry-on.

      “Friend,” Tucker finished for him.

      The desk clerk nodded. “Yes, your friend. I can try to secure other accommodations at a different hotel.”

      “How long will that take?”

      The clerk smiled apologetically and reached for the phone.  “I really can’t say.”

      Tucker muttered a curse and felt the tension along his shoulders tighten even more.  This wasn’t good. Christ, he should have just manned up and come alone. Bringing someone like Sonya along was one thing—his family knew him well enough not to have any expectations—but Abby Mathews?  Sharing his room?  For the entire weekend?

      His mother would have Tucker all tied up in a damn relationship-bow before they finished the 18 rounds of golf planned for tomorrow.

      “Tucker, I’m tired. Let’s just take the room.” Abby slid up along the front desk and propped her elbows on the counter.  “We can figure things out in the morning.”

      There were shadows under her eyes, and he knew that she hadn’t rested at all on the flight down.  He knew, because he hadn’t either. There was something brewing between the two of them, and he wasn’t real sure what it was exactly. The only thing he was sure about was the fact that he didn’t want to deal with it right now.

      He blew out a hot breath and shoved his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. God, he didn’t need a complication.  His family was more than enough.

      “Let’s see if we can find something else.”  He swung his gaze back to the desk clerk but a curt nod told him that it wasn’t looking real good.

      “But that could take all night.”  Abby pushed her hair back.  She stretched her arms and yawned, and he had to tell himself to keep his eyes above the neck—which was crazy.

      This was Abby—his friend.

      But not-with-benefits.

      “I just...” Jesus, what was he trying to say?  “I just don’t want you to think that I planned this or anything.”

      She arched an eyebrow.

      Was that a hint of a smile on her face?  “Planned?” she said slowly.

      “Well, I would have booked two rooms if I’d been thinking straight, but I had a crazy day with a client and until yesterday, I was coming with Sonya…”

      “And you thought you’d be having all sorts of hot, sweaty, sex on that big old king size bed.”

      That was definitely a smile lurking behind her mouth. God, she had a nice mouth.

      Tucker heard the clerk clear his throat but ignored the man.  Suddenly he wasn’t so damn tired…or frustrated. He wasn’t even annoyed.  He was just…light.

      He should probably just shut the hell up but…

      “Actually the patio is much better for extra curricular activities,” he said watching her closely.

      Abby stopped stretching. “Patio?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. Patio sex is hot. Don’t you think?”

      Abby’s cheeks turned pink, and Tucker grinned.  He liked this side of her—this slightly off-balance side.

      “I didn’t know you were an exhibitionist,” she replied.

      “With the right woman, I’m up for anything.”  A memory flashed through him—an image of tangled legs, heated skin, the kiss of rain, and Marley.  And just like that the hatchet that was buried inside his chest stirred.  It cut deeper, awakening things he didn’t want awake.

      Suddenly the lightness was gone. Suddenly everything was gone, and he just wanted to close his eyes and maybe forget.  Shit.

      “Tucker?” Abby asked quietly.

      “You’re right,” he said abruptly. “We’ll deal with it in the morning.”  Turning back to the desk clerk, Tucker grabbed the keycards and led the way to the elevators. The ride up was silent, broken only when he let them into their suite.

      “Wow.”  Abby walked forward a few feet and whirled around in a circle. “Wow! This is bigger than my entire apartment.”

      Tucker dropped his bags.  “It’s a bit much.”

      The suite was over-the-top and reeked of money.  With soft blues and creams, light bamboo and marble, it was something to see.  High-end furniture filled the large, open area—a patio and hot tub sat out under the stars.  The place was meant for relaxation, luxury, and sex.  Lots and lots of sex.

      With a scowl, he nodded toward the left. The bedroom wasn’t enclosed, but the bed was hidden behind yards of gauzy material that fell from the ceiling, and tucked behind it was the bathroom.

      “You can sleep there, I’ll take the sofa.”

      “No,” Abby said. “I can’t.  That wouldn’t be right.”

      His mood already darkened, Tucker crossed the room and paused at the bar where he scooped up a bottle of whiskey.  “I’m not arguing. Take the bed.”  Once his tumbler was filled with ice and booze, he turned back to Abby.  She stood still, with her carry-on and small suitcase, her eyes on him.  Eyes that were unsure.

      Eyes that made him feel like an asshole.

      “Look, Abby. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.  Please take the bed.”  He shrugged. “I’m not going to sleep for a while, so...”

      A heartbeat passed, and then with a quick nod she whispered. “All right.”

      After she disappeared into the bathroom, Tucker made his way out to the patio and sank onto a chair that was in the far corner, buried in the shadows.  Overhead, the night sky was crystal clear, and a million stars shone down on him. A breeze moved languidly, bringing with it the smell of the ocean—a scent he was familiar with—one that he loved.

      He inhaled deeply and felt the weight of it as his lungs filled with the open air and unmistakable tinge of the ocean. It moved something inside him.  Something he’d been trying to bury for years, it seemed.

      Damn, but it still hurt.

      Someone told him once that smell was more powerful than memory.  That smell could bring back the most intimate or minute detail.  It was true. The smell of the ocean always reminded him of home, family, and ultimately, Marley.

      He knew it was a bad idea to come back here.  He knew that the memories might be too much.  That maybe he wasn’t strong enough to deal with them.

      A grimace crossed his face. Damn his family.  He’d always had a problem saying no to them, even though his first instinct when he’d received his cousin’s invite was to toss it.

      Slowly he sipped his whiskey, and after throwing his ball cap onto the patio floor, rested his head back so that he could see the sky better.

      Where the hell was the Big Dipper?

      He stared up at the stars for so long that they blurred and only looked away when his glass was empty.  He poured himself another and was just about to settle back when a sound caught his ear, and he glanced over to the patio doors.

      Abby.

      After a few moments, she crossed the tiled floors and paused a few feet away.

      “It’s beautiful out here,” she said softly.

      “Yeah,” Tucker answered, though his eyes didn’t follow hers as she glanced up at the million dollar blanket of stars.

      The breeze picked up again, lifting her hair into the air, and she giggled as she tried to tug it behind her ears. The white tank-top she wore was pressed tight against her body and those long legs—hell, they went on for miles.

      Her laughter dried up when she looked his way, and she crossed her arms over her chest, though she wasn’t able to hide her erect nipples.  From the cold?  Or was she feeling what was brewing inside him?

      Mouth dry, Tucker dragged his eyes away and downed his tumbler in one long swig.  He was tight.  Angry.  Tired and confused.

      He was also horny as hell and right about now was wishing it was Sonya standing a few feet away wearing next to nothing. Because he would have had Sonya bent over the chair in five seconds flat, and maybe then he’d get some relief from the tension that rode him so hard.

      What the hell did that say about him? Five minutes ago, he’d been thinking of Marley.  His wife.  Five minutes ago, he’d been remembering things…things that he was afraid to forget.

      Now, one glance at Abby and it was gone.

      Anger spiked inside him, and suddenly he needed to hold onto it with a desperation he hadn’t felt in a very long time.

      “Did you need something?” he asked, his voice sharp.

      She tightened her arms across her chest but didn’t look away.  In fact, her gaze was direct.

      “No,” she answered slowly, drawing that one word out.  “I just wanted to say goodnight and to make sure you were okay.”

      He lifted his tumbler in a mock salute. “I’m better than okay.”  He paused, noting the way she bit her bottom lip—a nervous gesture—and maybe it was the devil that had him tonight, or maybe he was just being a prick, but he forced a smile and reached for the bottle.

      Maybe he just didn’t want to be alone after all. “Want a drink?”

      She shook her head.

      “Are you sure?” He leaned back and watched the shadows cross her face, moving erratically in the breeze.

      “Yes,” she said eventually.  “I’m sure.”

      He wasn’t used to this awkward silence between them. If he wasn’t careful he was going to ruin things. He took a sip from his glass, his eyes on hers and never wavering.

      “I didn’t take you for a Rangers fan.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He nodded at her tank top—the one that stretched tight across her breasts.  “Every single one of your brothers are diehard Flyer fans, which is odd considering you’re New Yorkers.” He shrugged. “I guess I thought you’d be the same.”

      Her head fell, but she kept her arms crossed over her chest, partially obscuring the New York Rangers logo. “Oh.”  She cleared her throat. “No, I’m the lone Ranger fan. I…I thought I was sleeping by myself or else I would have brought more…” Again she cleared her throat.  “Appropriate…stuff…to wear to bed.”

      Her toes curled into the patio tiles and with the wind running through her hair, the shadows playing across her face—all that skin on display—she sure as hell didn’t look like the Abby he knew.

      This Abby could grace a goddamn Ranger calendar, and it would sell like hotcakes.

      “I just signed Dean Kendrick as a client.”  The admission slipped out before he could stop himself, but when her eyes went big and that delectable mouth opened wide, it was worth the slip.  Hell, he hadn’t shared the news with anyone yet but considering her choice of sleepwear, it was somehow appropriate to share it with her.

      Kendrick was the new face of the Ranger franchise and as a three time all-star center, he’d been a dream to sign. The guy had buckets of talent, charisma, and that extra bit of something that was hard to describe as anything other than golden.  Tucker had been working on him for the last few months, and now that he was on board as a client, his roster was looking damn fine.  Made being an agent sweet as hell.

      “Wow,” she said moving forward, a big smile on her face. “That’s awesome, Tucker.  My god, Dean Kendrick?”

      She paused a few inches away.  “I’m really happy for you.”

      His eyes dropped to her breasts—briefly—before he yanked his head up and took a good long swig of whiskey.  “Thanks,” he said as he set down the empty glass.  He’d been happy as well—for about five minutes.  But then, like everything else in his life, the joy he’d felt when he’d closed the deal had vanished like water down the drain. It had swirled around for a bit and then…nothing.

      He didn’t need to see a shrink to know that he was in trouble—that if he didn’t turn things around, there was a chance he’d just disappear.  He’d disappear like Marley.  One morning he’d kissed her goodbye and that night she was gone.

      The thought was morose, and he gave himself a mental shake.

      “We should hit the bed.  Golf in the morning,” he said gruffly.

      “Golf?” Her eyebrow shot up.

      “Shit, did I forget to tell you? We’re playing a round before the rehearsal dinner. It’s a family thing.”

      “Oh Tucker, I don’t have the right clothes for golf.”

      “Don’t worry about it. We’ll hit the pro-shop and as for clubs, I’m renting, too.”  His brows furrowed. “You do play, don’t you?”

      She didn’t answer right away and then shrugged, a soft smile on her face. “A little.”

      “Good. We’re buddying up with Beau and his brat of a girlfriend. Don’t let her scare you.”

      Abby’s eyes glistened as she stared back at him, and he got the impression she was trying to figure something out.

      “Betty Jo Barker, isn’t it? Model turned actress?”

      He nodded.

      “She seems interesting.”

      Abby had no idea. “Yeah,” he answered. “Interesting, infuriating, opinionated and …” He groaned. “Maybe this isn’t a good idea after all.”

      “It takes a lot to scare me, Tucker,” she murmured.

      He held her gaze for a few more moments, thinking he should say something or do something, but then she turned and headed inside. She was nearly to the patio doors that led into the suite when he spoke.

      “Abby?”

      She stopped but didn’t turn around.  “Hmm?”

      “I like your pajamas. Ranger wear is always appropriate.”

      “Good to know,” she said softly and then disappeared inside.

      Tucker glanced back at the half-empty bottle of whiskey.  He could finish it which meant that he most likely would play a shit round of golf, for which his brother Beau would never let him hear the end of…

      Or he could pack it in and try to get some sleep.

      Except Abby was in there, in that hot little Ranger outfit, and there were no benefits to be had.  Hell, if he didn’t get his shit together, there would be no friend to be had either.

      Tucker fell back into his chair, sank into the shadows and reached for the bottle.  It was gonna be a long night, but he decided to keep company with his good buddy Jack.  He didn’t want to think about his family, or Abby, or even Marley. He just wanted to lose himself in the stars and the smell of the ocean—even if it was only for tonight.

      He filled his tumbler once more as the shadows enveloped him.
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      The smell of coffee woke Abby. A roasted blend and something else…caramel?

      Or was it the smell of clean, fresh soap?

      Whatever it was, it was nice, and she sighed, sinking deeper into the mattress. Inhaling that lovely scent once more, she relaxed for a moment as whatever the heck smelled so good infiltrated her nose and wove its way through her body.  She was warm, heavy from sleep and content.

      A noise sounded, something that didn’t belong—waves?—and she rolled over, nearly falling out of bed. For a moment, she had no idea where she was.

      Pushing a tangle of hair from her eyes, her vision slowly came into focus, and when it did, her mouth went dry. It went so dry that she couldn’t swallow.  Her insides quaked and fire raced across her skin.

      She’d been right about the coffee.  Yep. There it was, right in front of her. Great big honkin’ mug of java.

      But it was attached to a hand, and that hand was attached to a muscular arm that glistened with drops of water as if fresh from the shower. Of course, there was an accompanying wide expanse of flesh and since she was weak—and let’s not forget confused—it drew her eye.

      And—holy hell—suddenly, she was wide awake.

      A hot thrust of lust (sheesh, was she a poet now?) had her girlie parts singing Hallelujah—shouting, praise the Lord and whispering God bless Tucker Simon.

      Hot Damn, she had a freaking Baptist Choir going crazy inside her body, and Abby glanced away from his bare chest—from all that hard, damp, and defined muscle—pushing away the image of her tongue on those picture-perfect abs.

      Squeezing her eyes shut, she held her breath as her mind scrambled to catch up to what her eyes had just seen.  Sure, she was used to waking up with Tucker on the brain but never…never so up close and personal.

      She froze. Wait.  Was she still dreaming?

      Cracking an eye open a smidge, Abby angled a peek and everything inside her went squirrelly.

      Nope.  That there was one hundred percent, tanned, toned, and freaking hot Tucker Simon—prime, USA Grade Tucker Simon—and he was looking down at her with an amused look on his face.

      “Morning sunshine. I’m done in the shower if you want to take a turn.”

      God, he was only wearing a towel.

      Slowly reality sank in, and she remembered where she was. Why she was here.

      Tucker wasn’t all naked and wet and yummy because they’d spent a hot, passionate night together.  Nope.  That so didn’t happen. (At least not outside of her head).

      Tucker was up and at ‘em because⁠—

      “We tee off in an hour so you better get your butt in gear.”

      Wait. What?

      “Tee off?” She sat up fully and accepted the cup of coffee, hoping the scowl she felt didn’t show.  If she had her choice, she’d bury herself beneath the covers and drift off into a world of Tucker Simon dreams.

      She watched him warily.  Guess that wasn’t going to happen.

      He leaned his hip against the table beside the bed, long wisps of gauzy material floating around him as a fresh breeze rolled in from outside.  Any other guy would look like an idiot but he didn’t.  If anything, the soft white texture of the material that fell from the ceiling only helped to showcase just how hard and masculine Tucker was.

      Dragging her eyes from his, she took a sip of coffee and nearly choked as she forced it down.

      “You need to put some clothes on.”

      Shit. Did she really say that out loud?  What the hell is wrong with me?

      “Sure thing, darlin’.  Do I make you nervous?” His tone was light—teasing even—but Abby wasn’t in the mood for it. About one second after she’d caught sight of his nearly naked ass, she realized that this was a mistake.  There was no way she should have come to Florida with Tucker, because she was going to make a fool out of herself.

      She could feel it.

      And that scared the crap out of her.

      “It’s not you that makes me nervous,” she retorted, trying to get her shit together. “It’s that damn towel. In case you’re not aware, it’s loose and I sure as hell don’t want to catch sight of your…”

      His eyebrow shot up.

      She swallowed hard. And then cleared her throat.

      “Your…thingy.”

      Oh. My. God.

      If the floor opened up and she fell through all the way to hell she wouldn’t care.  In fact, she wished it would open up and suck her into another realm, because she did not just say--

      “My thingy,” Tucker said, his grin huge, his eyes practically dancing.

      Abby’s scowl deepened as she slipped off the bed and moved past him, careful to make sure she wasn’t anywhere near his⁠—

      “My thingy?” he repeated.

      “Well, I don’t know you well enough to call it Hank.”

      He snorted.

      Holy hell! Where was all of this coming from?  She’d known Tucker for nearly a year, and he’d never gotten under her skin like this.

      He ran his hands through the wet hair that hung down into his eyes and when he pushed it back, his biceps tightened, his abs rippled—hell everything rippled—and for one precarious second, the towel slipped so low that she held her breath.

      But then he grabbed the edges, and she blew out a mess of hot air as he chuckled.

      “Close call,” he said with a wink. “Nearly had a peek at,” his voice lowered.  “I don’t call him Hank.  I call him⁠—”

      “I don’t want to know.” She slammed the bathroom door shut behind her and leaned against it, chest heaving, coffee sloshing up and over the mug in her hands.

      Tucker Simon was insufferable.  He was a smart-ass, and trouble should be his middle name.  For all she knew it was. Tucker Trouble Simon. TTS.

      She bit her lip and groaned softly.

      Oh god was he hot.

      And gorgeous.

      And totally lickable.

      “An hour, Abby.”  His voice was muffled through the door.

      She stuck out her tongue and then took a good, long swig of coffee before locking the door behind her and turning on the shower.

      Tucker’s toiletries were on the counter—a brown leather bag though his toothbrush was left beside it. Something about seeing his stuff next to hers made her insides go all funny again.

      Give your head a shake, girl.  It’s not as if she’d never shared space with a guy before.  Once.  In college.  For about five minutes.

      But the twenty year old Daniel, an aspiring Arts major, was nothing compared to a man like Tucker. Her current ex?  He didn’t even come close.

      Abby slipped out of her pajamas and decided not to think about any of it.  Twenty minutes later, she was blow-drying her hair, eyeing the door because she knew she had to go back out there, and worrying her bottom lip because of it.

      Once she was done, she set the dryer onto the counter, careful not to touch any of Tucker’s stuff, and put on some mascara and lip gloss. After studying herself for a moment, she grabbed some liner and applied it. Good. Now her eyes popped without being too overdone.

      She unlocked the door and pushed it open an inch or so.  Earlier, she’d rushed into the bathroom like an idiot and her bra and underwear were in the walk-in closet, along with a fluffy white robe the hotel provided and everything else she needed.

      Widening the crack a bit more, she spoke hesitantly, “Tucker?”

      No answer.

      “Tucker?” she repeated inching her way out, towel clutched to her chest.

      But there was only silence, so Abby crept into the room and once she was past the bed, dashed into the walk-in closet.  She slammed the door behind her, grabbed fresh underclothes and was about to reach for the robe when she paused.

      Someone was outside.

      “Hello!”

      The voice was female and Abby assumed it was the maid.  She scooped the robe off of its hanger and slipped into it.

      “Coming.”

      She stepped back into the room and froze when she caught sight of the brunette perched on the end of the bed.  She’d never met the woman before—not personally—but she knew who she was.  It was kind of hard not to; her face graced the gossip rags in the supermarket and was all over the internet and TV.

      Still, she was surprised at how gorgeous she was in person—the woman being none other than the infamous Betty Jo Barker, Beau Simon’s girlfriend.

      Clear blue eyes studied Abby for a few seconds before a smile slid across Betty Jo’s face.  Her skin was like porcelain, her hair shiny and black, and her generous mouth was glossed over in a shimmery clear coat. She wasn’t overdone and looked natural, but there was no doubt the woman had that extra bit of something.  Abby was pretty sure that Betty Jo Barker could walk around in a burlap sack and look amazing.

      Betty Jo tucked a long piece of hair behind her ear and leaned forward.

      “Well, hell, you’re a bit of a surprise.”

      At Abby’s sharp intake, Betty Jo held her hands up.  “Trust me, that’s in a good way.”

      Her voice was husky, not at all what Abby expected, but the smile seemed genuine and Abby relaxed a bit. Wasn’t every day that she found a bona fide celebrity in her room.

      “Hi,” she said hesitantly. “I’m Abby.”

      The woman nodded. “Tucker’s girlfriend.”

      Okay, that wasn’t exactly the response Abby had been expecting.

      “No,” Abby cut in. “I’m not…”

      Betty Jo’s perfectly shaped eyebrows shot up.

      “I mean, we’re not…”

      Betty Jo cocked her head to the side, her smile even wider. “Uh huh,” she said getting off the bed.  “That’s what Tucker said too.”  She pointed to the pile of clothes on the bed.  “These are for you, and, I gotta say, for a woman he claims he’s not sleeping with, he sure as hell knows your size. They should fit perfectly.”

      Betty didn’t give Abby a chance to say anything as she continued, that husky voice of hers sounding like honey over burnt toast.

      “We’re in the restaurant having breakfast.  Do you want me to wait?”  There was also a pair of golf shoes on the floor.

      Throat dry, Abby barely got her words out. “Um, no. It’s fine. I’ll meet you guys down there.”

      “Okay,” Betty Jo answered lightly.

      Abby watched her cross the room and pause at the door. Betty Jo glanced over her shoulder, a wicked glint in her eyes that put Abby on alert.  There was a reason the woman was in the news all the time, and it wasn’t just because she was dating one of the most famous movie stars ever.

      “So, about Tucker and you just being friends…”

      Abby watched her warily. “Yes?”

      Betty’s face broke wide open into a grin.  “It’s okay honey, I didn’t believe him either.”
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      “Your girlfriend is hot.”

      Tucker glanced up as Betty Jo slid into the seat across from him and reached for the piece of toast his brother, Beau, held.

      “She’s not my girlfriend,” he retorted.

      Betty Jo kissed Beau’s cheek, murmured something in his ear and grabbed the half-eaten slice. She took a bite and then made a face.

      “What the hell kind of peanut butter is this?”

      “The natural kind,” Beau replied. “The healthy kind.”

      She dropped it like a hot cake and with a scowl, chewed the piece she’d bitten off. She washed it down with a swig of coffee and muttered, “natural and healthy sucks.”

      But Beau wasn’t paying attention to his woman.  Nope. He was focused on Tucker, his gaze curious.

      “Girlfriend?  I thought you said she was just a friend?”

      Shit, now Beau was gonna be like a dog with a bone.  Tucker leaned back in his chair and shook his head. “Like I already told you, she is just a friend.  Nothing more.”

      “Uh huh. You also told us to stay the hell out of your business,” Betty said with a chuckle.

      “Yeah,” Tucker retorted. “I did.”

      “Like that’s gonna happen.”  She smiled and reached for Beau’s toast again and almost took another bite before remembering she wasn’t so fond of what he’d spread across it.

      Tucker glared at the two of them and thought that agreeing to golf in their foursome was probably the stupidest thing he’d done this weekend—other than coming to the damn wedding in the first place.

      “What’s gonna happen?”  a male voice said.

      “Shit,” he muttered under his breath.  He couldn’t catch a break.

      Tucker reached for his coffee as their cousin joined them.  Maverick Simon—or Rick as they called him—was a year younger than Tucker and had been a pain in his ass for as long as he could remember.

      It wasn’t a bad pain—far from it—but a pain nonetheless.  Rick had grown up a mile down the road, and they’d attended the same schools, shared the same girlfriends, and, along with Tucker’s twin Teague, had gotten into all kinds of shit.

      For a while there, they were always in trouble and if it hadn’t been for the firm hand of a father who cared, things might have gone south after their last escapade.  The one that involved Senator McDaniel’s daughters, the borrowing of a boat, a case of beer, a bottle of fifty year old scotch, and a bag of weed that Teague had eventually taken the blame for.

      Rick was like a brother to him, and Tucker shook his head, a grin on his face as he eyed up his cousin. He was dark like Tucker, but where Tucker’s looks were more GQ these days, Rick looked like a surfer from California.  His hair was too long, he needed a good shave and there were at least three new tattoos on his forearms, from what Tucker could tell.  But his eyes were light, his smile genuine and Tucker couldn’t shake the stupid-ass grin off his face as he gazed at him.

      Damn, but it was good to see Rick.

      “Never mind,” Tucker said, clasping his cousin on the shoulder. “Where the hell have you been?”

      Rick was an incredible musician and could play more instruments than Tucker could name.  He’d attended Juilliard, but because his passion wasn’t exactly classical, he was currently scoring for movies and television, making edgy, dark, and heavy music that had won more than a few awards.

      “Around,” Rick said wryly.  He winked at Betty Jo.  “You’re looking good, sugar.”

      “Maverick, don’t try that crap on me,” Betty said with a chuckle. “You know it won’t work.  My sugar is only for one guy these days. Besides,” Betty said softly. “We were discussing Tucker’s new girlfriend.”

      “Ah, shit. Really?” Rick said with a frown. “Sonya Devonish?  That’s real?  And here I thought TMZ had it all wrong. You know because they get so much shit right.”

      Irritated, Tucker glared across the table at Betty Jo.  “Can you stop? Why the hell is everyone interested in my sex life?”

      “I didn’t say anything about sex,” Betty shot back.  “You did.”

      Ignoring Betty, he focused on Rick. “I’m not here with Sonya Devonish.”

      “No,” Betty butted in. “You’re not.”

      Tucker loved Betty Jo—he really did—but right now he’d love it if she would just shut the hell up.

      “Trust me, Abby Matthews is not my girlfriend.  She’s just a…”

      He was so pissed off he couldn’t even get the words out.  He hated when everyone was focused on him.  Always had.  And ever since Marley it had gotten worse.

      “She’s just a what?” Rick prompted.

      “You know,” Tucker said.  “She’s just…”

      God, he wanted to smack that look off Betty’s face. The girl was a shit disturber if he’d ever seen one.  How the hell did Beau put up with that crap?

      “She’s hot,” Betty piped in, as if reading his mind.

      Tucker glared at her now.  “She’s not hot.  She’s just a girl who works in a bar all right?  Nothing more. I barely know her.”

      Betty’s eyes went wide as she looked behind him, and the hairs on the back of his neck told him that he’d crossed a line.  Hell, if he was reading the situation right, he’d more than crossed a line—he’d jumped right over it.

      “Tucker’s right.  We’re just casual friends.  Nothing more.”

      Fuck. Me.

      There was a tone in Abby’s voice, and it was one he recognized. It was the same tone she used for the losers in the bar when they got a little too familiar and pissed her off.

      Abby paused a few inches away and damn if his heart didn’t start to race at the sight of her.  The clothes he’d had Betty grab in the pro-shop fit her like a glove—a cream sleeveless top tucked into black shorts that showed off those fine legs of hers.  Her hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail, the color was high on her cheeks and her mouth was glossy and wet looking.

      Her eyes though, they told a different story. God, he hadn’t finished breakfast yet and already he was in trouble.  That had to be some kind of record, even for Tucker.

      “Well he sure as hell is wrong about one thing,” Rick said with a smile as he stood and glanced down at Abby.  “You’re definitely hot.”

      “Think so?” Abby replied without missing a beat.  Which made sense. The girl was used to dealing with flirty types every single shift at the bar.  Tucker had watched her in action for the last year.

      “Damn right I do,” Maverick replied with a wink.

      Rick motioned for her to take the seat he’d just vacated, and Tucker glared at Betty Jo while Abby slid in beside him.

      “I’m Maverick Simon, but everyone calls me Rick, you know, cuz Maverick is a mouthful.”

      “Maverick?  That’s a different name.”  Abby poured herself a glass of orange juice and turned slightly so that she faced Rick and not Tucker.

      “You can thank his mother for that one,” Beau said with a grin. “She’s had a lifelong obsession with Tom Cruise and fighter pilots ever since Top Gun. I’m Beau, by the way, and I guess you’ve already met Betty.”

      Abby had to turn back in order to look at Beau properly, and Tucker watched as the blush in her cheeks deepened. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said softly.

      God, here we go.  The Beau Simon effect is what he called it.  His brother smiled and their panties got all knotted up and twisted.  Normally it didn’t bother him, he knew it was the whole celebrity thing. But right now? It pissed him off.

      “So, what time are we teeing off?” Tucker asked, pushing his chair back.  He wasn’t in the mood to eat and he sure as hell wasn’t in the mood to watch Rick salivate over Abby or Abby get all gun-shy around his brother.

      What he wanted to do was to get Abby alone so he could explain why he was being such a dick. He needed to make her understand that the stupid shit coming out of his mouth was just…stupid crap that didn’t mean anything.

      “Man, we gotta go,” Rick said, glancing at his watch.  “I’m teeing off in twenty minutes, and you guys are right behind us.”

      “Who’re you buddying up with?” Tucker asked.

      Rick got to his feet.  “Your brother Jack and...” He scratched his chin, eyebrows raised. “Chloe?”

      “No,” Beau replied. “Chloe’s like three months ago.”

      “Huh, I missed that crash and burn. Who’s Jack seeing these days?” Rick asked.

      “Monique Patterson,” Beau and Tucker said together.  Monique—or Mo as Tuck and Beau liked to call her mostly because she didn’t like it—was the heir to a massive communications company. She was born and bred in the Hamptons, came from a lot of money and spent most of her time working on various committees and charities. A spitting image of her French mother, she was educated, beautiful in a cool, reserved kind of way, more than halfway snobbish, and perfect for an up-and-coming politician.

      She was also boring as hell, and Tucker was glad he wasn’t in their foursome.

      “Ah, shit,” Rick murmured and Tucker couldn’t help but grin.

      “Who’s your partner?” Tucker asked as he too got to his feet and moved back a few inches so that Abby could follow suit.

      Rick’s eyes followed Abby, and, irritated, Tucker’s voice was maybe a tad too loud.  But he couldn’t help it.  He hadn’t brought Abby all the way to Florida so his cousin could get all up in her business. Ogle her like she was a piece of meat or something.

      “Maverick?” he goaded, knowing Rick hated his full name.

      But there was no hating going on in Rick’s world.  Nope. With his eyes still on Abby, drifting low to that round, sexy butt, he grinned.  “I’m golfing with Cooper.”

      Tucker heard Beau muffle a laugh and the irritation inside him pretty much tripled.

      Great. Just great.  How in the hell was he going to survive this day?

      “Let’s go,” he said to Abby, placing his hand on the small of her back so that he could guide her toward the pro-shop and out to the greens.

      Cooper Simon was Rick’s younger brother and just like Rick, Cooper was a pain in the ass.

      But he was a pain in the ass who just happened to be the biggest man-whore this side of the Mason-Dixon line.  Cooper was as pretty as Beau, but when it came to the ladies, he had no heart.  He’d always had a callous disregard for women and had a fondness for brunettes, or blondes or redheads—hell, he’d take anyone for that matter—especially when they belonged to someone else.

      Cooper would be all over Abby.

      Just fucking lovely.
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      By the sixth hole Abby was somewhat relaxed—or as relaxed as she was ever going to get. It was hard to keep things even-keel when all she could think about was how Tucker had dismissed their relationship as…as less than casual. As if she was nothing more than a body to accompany him to a wedding so he wasn’t the pathetic loser there by himself.

      “She’s not hot.” Ouch.

      She couldn’t lie. It hurt like hell to hear him say that.

      And as if that wasn’t bad enough, “She’s just a girl who works in a bar all right?  Nothing more. I barely know her.”

      That comment pissed her off.  Barely knew her.  Barely knew her?

      They’d seen each other at least twice a week for the entire last year.  Spent hours talking about nothing and everything. Tucker knew that she secretly loved country music, even though her brothers were bona fide rockers and her parents were still trapped in the 80’s with a love of Bon Jovi and Motley Crue. He knew that she hated peas, loved carrots and that she had a stash of books she’d never returned to the library.

      God, she’d even told him about Jason Bentley and the god awful crush that had led directly to her losing her virginity in the stockroom of the family bar.

      It had been a mess.  Her oldest brother, Mick, had forced his way in after the momentous event, and she’d been left with the imprint of a case of Guinness on her ass and Jason’s scared face as he’d run out the back, barely getting his jeans on.

      Jason Bentley had called her a few times after that but didn’t have the balls to face her brother again.  End of story.

      As Abby settled in to tee off, she glanced up and caught sight of Tucker watching her.  He stood a few feet back with his brother Beau, and Betty Jo.  All three of them watched her, expectant looks on their faces.

      Tucker offered a smile.

      She narrowed her eyes, lingered just long enough for him to know she was still pissed, and then looked down at the ball.

      He sighed.

      She glanced back up at him.

      He shoved his hands into his pockets and grimaced as Betty Jo said something that Abby was too far away to hear.

      Abby relaxed her wrists and focused on her pretty neon pink golf ball. She stared at it for a few seconds, inhaled, then swung her driver back, nice and easy like—as if she was opening a door—and drove the ball over two hundred yards down the middle of the fairway.

      “Wow! Great shot, Abby,” Beau said with a wide grin.  “Man, you whacked that ball harder than most guys I know.”

      Abby slid her driver back into her golf bag and shrugged, her smile sweet as sugar pie. “You just need the right technique and sometimes a little motivation helps.”

      “Yeah?” Beau said with a grin.  “What’s your motivation?”

      Betty Jo snorted and elbowed Tucker in the ribs, who scowled in response and said something not fit for the golf course.

      “I just pictured Tucker’s face on the ball and went for it.”

      Betty’s snort ended in a full bodied laugh as she tugged on Beau’s hand and propelled him toward their cart.  “I knew I was going to like her.”

      Abby walked around the cart she shared with Tucker and slid onto her seat, waiting for him to join her.

      “Nice shot,” he said as they started down the fairway.

      She didn’t reply because her throat was suddenly so tight she didn’t think that she could.  She fingered the cracked tee she’d just used, palming it and looking pretty much anywhere other than in Tucker’s general direction.

      Beau and Betty Jo were several yards ahead of them, speeding toward Betty’s bright orange ball when all of a sudden Tucker brought their cart to an abrupt halt, nearly sending Abby flying.

      “Jesus, Tucker.”  She glared at him, throat suddenly clear.  “Maybe I should drive.”

      He took a moment and when he spoke he sounded calm, though his hands gripped the steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles were white and she knew he was as riled as she was.

      “Can we talk about this?”

      She didn’t have to ask what this was because this had been festering since breakfast.

      “Right now?” she asked incredulously. “You want to talk about this right now?”

      He nodded, eyes dark as he stared her down. “Yeah. I do.  I get it. I was a dick last night and this morning…”

      “Last night you were a dick, but this morning you were an outright asshole and out of the two, I prefer the dick.” She gulped, cheeks bright. “And I know what I just said, so shut up.”

      Tucker sighed and leaned back in the seat, his eyes on his brother and girlfriend as Betty Jo argued with Beau—loudly—about what club to use.  Betty was thinking the nine iron while Beau was gently suggesting she needed something with more power considering her drive had barely made fifty yards.

      Abby followed his gaze and felt a flutter inside her when Beau leaned down and stopped whatever the heck Betty was trying to say with his mouth.  He kissed her slowly, as if he was taking his time to taste every little bit of her that he could, his hands cupping the sides of her face as if she was something to be cherished.

      Something he couldn’t live without.

      The flutter expanded, leeching into her chest painfully. God, how Abby wanted that with someone.

      Who the hell was she kidding?  Dick or asshole or whatever, she wanted that with Tucker.

      “I didn’t mean what I said earlier.”  Tucker said roughly and she turned away from his brother, cheeks heated and heart still flopping around like a rubber chicken. Boing. Boing. Boing.

      Tucker was watching her, his dark eyes soft, tugging on something inside of Abby. Something attached to her stupid, bouncing rubber chicken of a heart.  How the hell did he do that?  With just one look?

      “I just…my family has always been real hands-on, if you know what I mean. They like to be in my business.” He frowned and shook his head. “No, that’s wrong.  They need to be up in my business, but sometimes it’s too much.”

      Abby got that.  She had six brothers, so hell yeah she got that.

      “They’re just looking out for you, Tucker.  That’s what friends and family do.  They care about you, and sometimes that kind of love gets messy.”

      “I know.  Of course I know that, but it’s so damn suffocating at times. After Marley, it got worse.  I didn’t need Beau calling me ten times a day to make sure I showered or my brother Teague dropping by for breakfast, lunch, and freaking dinner, because he didn’t think I’d be responsible enough to eat.  I didn’t need Mom coming by to do my laundry or Dad trying to get me out for a round of golf or to watch a game.”

      “I didn’t need it.  I would have survived on my own.” He exhaled slowly. “But I took it…because that’s what they do…that’s who my family is. They’re loud and opinionated and every single one of them would go to the wall for me, you know? But it’s not about that anymore.  It’s about other shit. It’s about my mom freaking out because she thinks I’m going to turn into a guy who sits in his apartment by himself for days, watching porn and ordering pizza every night.  Hell, she was ready to order me up a prostitute, because she thinks I haven’t been laid in forever.”

      “Guess she’s not up on the parade of Barbie dolls you’ve brought into my bar,” Abby said softly.

      “No,” Tucker said quietly. “No she’s not.”  He shrugged and ran his hands across the top of his head.  “I don’t know why I’m being such an asshole.”

      That damn lump was back in her throat and as much as Abby wanted to be pissed off at Tucker for the entire day, she just couldn’t.

      “I don’t want to be that girl…friend,” she said quickly—Jesus—dropping her eyes back to the tee in her hand.  “You know the whiny, annoying friend.  But I’m helping you out here, Tucker, so the least you could do is treat me like I matter and not as if I’m some lame-ass afterthought.”

      “Jesus,” he said under his breath. Tucker leaned toward her and Abby froze.   Everything inside her stopped working.

      Her lungs. Swoosh, they went.

      Her heart. Bouncy rubber chicken stopped boinging.

      Her ears. There was nothing but white air.

      Nothing but Tucker’s warm brown eyes with lashes as thick as molasses.  Nothing but his thick dark hair, that full, almost feminine mouth, the cleft in his chin and the masculine scent that was all him.

      In those few moments, there was only Tucker Simon because the world around them stopped moving.

      The two of them stared at each other for a long time, not saying a word. Tucker looking intense and Abby…well, she was hoping she looked like she had her shit together.  There was something going on here, right now between them, and she had the feeling that it could be something really, really important…

      Or maybe really, really, painful.

      She just didn’t know which.

      She wasn’t exactly sure when the world started moving again or when her lungs decided to start working or when her heart started beating.  But eventually the things in the background came into focus once more.

      “Abby, look, I’m sorry if I offended you this morning.  I didn’t mean to.  I just…there will be an expectation from them and I guess that’s what I’m trying to avoid.”

      “Expectation?” she managed to say. Abby cleared her throat and tossed the tee that was still in her palm as her rubber chicken heart began to beat again, the rhythm sad and kind of pathetic.

      “I’d hate for my mom and dad to get their hopes up.”

      She knew what he was getting at, but some masochistic part of her needed to hear it.

      “What do you mean?”

      Tucker settled back in his seat and gripped the steering wheel once again.  “They’ve been through a lot. They loved my wife and when Marley…left, when that happened, it didn’t just happen to me, you know? She happened to my whole family.”  He paused. “My parents will like you.  They’ll like you a lot because they’d be crazy not to, and that’s what has me worried because you and I know that this weekend means nothing more than two friends hanging out, trying to have a good time.”

      Something hot pricked at the corner of her eyes, and it took a lot of effort for Abby to keep it cool.  To not react.

      Tucker’s eyes finally moved back to the green ahead as he slowly applied pressure to the pedal, and the golf cart began to move.  The thing between them was still there, heavy and thick in the air, but it seemed as if Abby had read it all wrong.

      “Jesus, Betty Jo has us sleeping together and her mouth doesn’t know what a filter is.  My mom is going to take one look at you and see wedding bells.”

      He stopped the cart a few feet from Abby’s ball.

      “I should have just come by myself.  What the hell was I thinking?” He groaned. “How am I going to get her to see that we’re just friends when she’s going to have her wedding goggles on?”

      Abby wasn’t sure how she managed to do it, but she slid from the cart and went around back to select her seven iron.

      “Easy,” she said lightly.

      “Really,” he replied.

      “Sure,” Abby walked over to her ball.  “I’ll just sleep with…who’s the cousin you’ve warned me to stay away from? Cooper? Yes, Cooper…I’ll sleep with him and that should do it. Before this weekend’s over, your mother won’t want me anywhere near you.”

      “I hope to hell you’re joking.”

      Abby refused to look back at him, instead she glanced toward the green and moved into place.

      “What if I’m not?” she asked lightly.

      “Abigail, don’t go there.”

      Her hands gripped the club too tightly and she had to force herself to relax.

      “Abigail,” she repeated. “Shit, now you sound just like my brothers.”

      She was bent over from the waist, lining up her shot when Tucker’s feet entered her peripheral.

      “Cooper is bad news.  You think I was an asshole this morning? He’d sleep with you before dinner, grab another woman at cocktail time, and once he’s done with her, he’d be on to the next.”

      She glanced up at Tucker before taking her shot.

      “And your point is…”

      Tucker looked really pissed off now.  Interesting.

      A shot of adrenaline pulsed through Abby as she stared him down.  His cheeks were red, his hands were clasped into fists, and the look on his face was not nice.  It was fierce, almost…possessive.

      “My point is that a guy like Cooper isn’t the right guy for someone like you.”

      “And my point is, that if you want your parents and family off your back about us, a little harmless flirting on my part will probably do it.”

      “No,” he said roughly.  “That’s a bad idea.”

      Abby relaxed her grip, settled her hips and loosened her shoulders.  She exhaled and hit her ball, a nice clean sweep, watching it soar through the air to land on the green within a foot of the hole.

      The devil might have been nipping at her heels.  Or maybe it was the fact that she suddenly felt as if she had nothing left to lose.  But the fire in Tucker’s eyes told her something.  It told her that maybe he was jealous at the thought of Abby and his cousin together.

      Jealous.

      And that meant that maybe there was something between them.  Maybe that hot and heavy thing was exactly what she wanted it to be.  A spark.  A flame. Maybe it could turn into a goddamn volcano.

      Call her crazy, but Abby figured there was only one way to find out—the question was how to get it done without actually sleeping with Cooper?

      She smiled and tucked her club back into her bag and slid back into cart. “Let’s go,” she said lightly.

      There were several holes to get through. There was the rehearsal dinner.

      And there was the elusive Cooper Simon to pretend-seduce.

      What could go wrong?
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      Tucker grabbed a cold beer from the waiter and leaned back against the bar as his family began to gather in the hotel restaurant for dinner.  The impressive group of Simons had just come from the Fernham estate twenty minutes away, which boasted an old antebellum mansion where the wedding rehearsal had taken place and where the wedding ceremony would be performed tomorrow.

      Tucker wasn’t in the actual wedding party, so he’d passed on heading out there to watch, and instead after golf, had relaxed in his suite while Betty had taken Abby to the spa to get their toes done.

      He glanced at his watch and scowled. That was nearly three and a half hours ago. How long did it take a woman to get her damn toes done?  He’d had time to make several business calls, shower and change, and was already on to his second beer.

      He took another swig, eyes narrowed as his cousins Cooper and Rick arrived at the reception.  Their younger sister, Calista, was the bride and both of them were standing up for the groom.

      Cooper hadn’t shown for golf this morning and Tucker was guessing either a woman or a bottle of Grey Goose was to blame.  He thought about it some more.  Probably both.

      Rick nodded and elbowed his brother as Cooper turned toward Tucker. It was eerie how much Cooper looked like Beau.  Hell, they could pass as brothers—except Beau wasn’t an asshole.

      The two men started toward Tucker but were waylaid by Aunt Virginia, and Tucker took another swig, not bothering to hide a grin as Aunt Virginia tucked her arm through Cooper’s.

      Virginia had a soft spot for all the blond Simon boys—he would be there for a while.

      Tucker glanced to his left as Beau sidled up to the bar.

      “Shit, I was starting to think that you’d gone off with Betty.”

      Beau snorted. “Yeah, cuz a spa is exactly where I’d be right now.”

      Tucker took another swig from his bottle. He didn’t want to ask the question even though he was dying to⁠—

      “They’re on their way down.  Betty just sent me a text.”

      “Huh,” was Tucker’s reply.

      “Apparently my lady love felt the need to squeeze in a little shopping.”

      “Seriously,” Tucker muttered. “I’m not convinced that retail therapy is cheaper than a shrink, no matter what she says.”

      “No kidding,” Beau said in agreement, accepting a cold one from the bartender.  “Who the hell decides to go shoe shopping an hour before dinner? Especially a woman who brings a suitcase just for her shoes.  I swear to God she packed twenty pairs to come down for the weekend, and she’ll wear maybe two of them.”

      The two men sat in relative peace—at least for the moment—mostly because Aunt Virginia had Rick and Cooper cornered, and the rest of the cousins hadn’t spotted them yet.  In a family as high profile as the Simons, Beau, with his Hollywood celebrity, stood out.

      Beau took another pull from his longneck and then set it on the bar as he leaned back.  “Mom and Dad aren’t here yet.”

      “Nope,” Tucker replied, scanning the room although it wasn’t for his parents.

      “I think their flight was delayed from Toronto.”

      Tucker swivelled his head around. “Toronto?  They were up at the cottage?”

      The Simon family had a big piece of property on Lake Muskoka and spent a fair bit of time up there in the summer.  It had been in the family since the early 50’s, and Tucker and his brothers had been going up there since he could remember.

      “For at least a week.  They always go up for the Canadian Thanksgiving to spend the weekend with their friends.” Beau frowned. “When’s the last time you talked to them?”

      Tucker didn’t want to admit that he’d been avoiding his mother’s calls ever since she’d brought up the whole prostitute thing, so he just shrugged and shook his head.  “It’s been a few weeks.”

      “She’s going to lay into you when she does get here.  You know that, right?”

      Tucker didn’t answer because there was nothing to say. Beau was right.  His mother would have more than a few choice words for him, and damned if he didn’t deserve them.

      Beau nodded toward Aunt Virginia. “I guess you heard that Uncle Max broke his hip?”

      “Nah, I didn’t hear that.” Good. It meant that Aunt Virginia would hopefully attach herself to Cooper for most of the night instead of bothering him, because lord knows the woman liked to dance.

      “Apparently he was trying to wave-board and didn’t quite make it.”

      “Wave-board?” A grin tugged on Tucker’s mouth.  “Are you shitting me?  He’s got to be pushing eighty, isn’t he?”

      “Mom says he’ll be ninety-two next year.”

      “Wow,” was all Tucker had.

      “Yeah.”

      Tucker glanced at Beau, but his brother’s eyes slid away. Something was up.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      A few moments ticked by and then Beau grabbed up his longneck and tore at the edge of the label.

      “It’s got to be hard for you.”

      Tucker’s chest tightened, but he kept his eyes on Beau as he continued.

      “Coming back here, I mean.  You and Marley…you guys spent most of your time together in the Keys.”

      Tucker didn’t answer Beau right away.  He nodded at the bartender and motioned for two more drinks.  Once they were served, he shoved a hand into the front pocket of his navy slacks and tried to relax his shoulders, but it was no use.  He was strung tight and loosened his tie a bit.

      “I had to come back at some point, right?”

      He couldn’t meet his brother’s eyes. Instead he tipped the bottle against his mouth and drank damn near the entire thing.

      “Yeah,” Beau said softly.  “I guess you did.”

      All around them groups had gathered.  Family members who hadn’t seen each other in months or years even, hugged and chatted. It was an animated bunch.  A crazy, eclectic, loud bunch that Tucker called family, and he realized that he had missed them.  Hell, even eccentric Aunt Virginia.

      The Simons were his blood, and he’d been away for far too long.

      “There’s my boys.”

      Tucker barely had time to turn around before he was enveloped in a bear hug from a man who still had at least an inch or so on his sons.

      Noah Simon was a force of nature who took no prisoners.

      He was as at ease in the boardroom as he was in the swamps hunting gators.  A southern boy through and through, he’d been raised right by a woman who’d done it on her own after his father was killed in the Korean War.  He was the kind of man who believed that the power of discipline only worked when it was dealt with a gentle hand. And he was also a man who believed in dealing swiftly with those who crossed him—he wasn’t someone you’d want as an enemy.

      After embracing both his boys, Noah stepped back, his piercing eyes as blue as ever.

      “Tuck, you better get your shit together because your mama isn’t exactly happy with you, and you’ve got about two minutes before she makes her way over here.”

      His forthright manner was pretty much the same too.

      “I know,” Tucker replied a bit sheepishly.  “I’ve been meaning to call.  I’ve just been…busy.”

      “Busy,” Noah said carefully, his eyes moving to the bartender.  “I’ll have a scotch, neat.”  He returned his gaze to his sons.

      “She worries about you, Tucker.  I know you’re a grown man and life gets in the way, but you need to check in from time to time.  Your mother gets antsy when she doesn’t hear from you and when your mama isn’t happy, well…”

      His father didn’t have time to say anything else because Cooper had somehow managed to extricate himself from Aunt Virginia’s clutches, and he and Rick joined them at the bar.

      Cooper shook Noah’s hand and then clapped Beau on the shoulder before turning to Tucker.  He paused for a moment as if he wasn’t sure what to say and then offered his hand.  “Damn good to see you, Tuck. It’s been a while.”

      Tucker shook his cousin’s hand, and in spite of himself, felt a gentle tug inside. They’d been so close once. And even though the aftermath of Marley’s death had put something between them all—most of his cousins didn’t know what to do or say—Tucker took some of the blame. He hadn’t made things easy for any of them either.

      “I hear things are going well for you in New York.”

      “Things are good,” Tucker replied.

      “Rick told me you just signed Dean Kendrick as a client.  I gotta say, that’s pretty damn impressive.”

      “Kendrick?” Beau said, as his father echoed the name.  “When did this happen?”

      One thing about the Simons, every single one of them were sports junkies—it didn’t matter whether it was baseball, hockey, basketball, or football.  Take your pick. If there was a sports team involved, the Simons were invested.  Some would say fanatical.

      Beau had been a starting pitcher for the Yanks before an injury ended his career and a chance encounter with a director set him on a path toward Hollywood and superstardom.  If not for that, he’d still be playing the game.

      The conversation quickly snowballed into an intense discussion about Kendrick and his future with the Rangers, and for a few minutes, Tucker lost himself in it. It was easy to do—Cooper and Beau felt that he was the franchise player Tucker believed him to be. While his father and Rick felt he was too young to carry the weight of the team and definitely too green to lead.

      Their corner soon got loud, as the Simons tended to do, and it might have accelerated if not for the woman making her way toward them.

      Tucker’s mother appeared at his father’s side, effectively shutting down the curse words. Not that his mother was a prude—far from it—but his mom had a few rules in that regard. Firstly, if you had the occasion to wear a suit, then cursing wasn’t allowed.  And secondly? If you had the occasion to wear a suit and disregarded her first rule, then there would be hell to pay.

      Tucker’s mom believed cursing was best left for the outdoors or behind closed doors, and most definitely not in mixed company.

      She kissed her husband, Noah, on the cheek and then reached for Tucker.

      Eden DuRocher-Simon was small, delicate even, but Tucker braced himself as he scooped her into a hug, because he knew that she had no problem giving it to any of them. And right about now he was the one who was going to be getting the giving.

      But she surprised Tucker.  She accepted his kiss, his murmured apology for not returning her calls, and she even smiled up at him as he relaxed his grip. Her smile was almost a little too sweet.

      Tucker watched her suspiciously. Something was up.

      “You look beautiful, Mom,” Tucker murmured, squeezing her hand as she stepped back.

      And she did.  Her hair, the color of burnished sable, glistened beneath the lights, brushing her shoulders.  She wore a pale yellow dress, classy in style with a fitted bodice and a skirt that fell just above her knee. It was set off with a strand of pearls that he knew his father had given her on their wedding day, the matching earrings finishing the ensemble.

      Eden accepted a glass of wine from her husband and took a sip, her look direct as she gazed up at her son.

      Tucker knew something was coming at him and he had a feeling it was⁠—

      “So I just met the loveliest girl.  Abby Mathews.”

      Shit.

      Tucker glanced at Beau, but his brother shrugged which basically meant he was on his own.

      “Is she the reason you’ve been,” his mother’s eyebrow shot up, “so busy?”

      Man.  Here we go.

      “Mom,” Tucker began, but he was cut off by a low whistle.

      “Who the hell is that?” Cooper asked as they all gazed across the room.

      “Cooper, language,” Eden murmured.

      Betty Jo was grabbing two champagne glasses from a waiter, and sure, she looked amazing as ever, but it was the woman beside her who had Tucker’s attention.  His mouth went dry. He was pretty damn sure she had everyone else’s too.

      Abby.

      She looked unbelievable and not at all like the Abby he was used to. This Abby looked as if she’d just stepped out of the pages of some society magazine.

      Dramatic makeup.  Hair styled so that it fell over one shoulder in rippling waves of dark chestnut. Mouth glossy and full. Dressed in a strapless blood red cocktail dress that hugged her figure in a way that was meant to garner attention, Tucker snuck a look at his cousins. Rick was smiling at her and Cooper’s gaze was locked onto Abby as if she was a piece of candy he wanted to lick.

      Tucker took a step forward.  No way in hell was Cooper getting close to Abby. If anyone was going to lick her, it was gonna be him.

      “Who the…who is that woman?” Cooper asked again.

      Tucker threw his cousin a warning look which only made Cooper’s smile widen.

      “Why that’s Tucker’s new friend, Abby,” his mother replied in her slow southern drawl.  “And she’s such a delight.  Smart as a whip, funny as all get out and she can hold her own with Betty, which—” She glanced at Beau and winked—“isn’t the easiest thing to do.”

      Beau snorted. “You got that right.”

      “I like a woman with a sense of humor,” his mother said softly.

      “Really,” Cooper replied.  “I can’t wait to meet her.”

      Something hot and dangerous pulsed inside Tucker, and for a second, he visualized his fist connecting with Cooper’s perfect fucking nose.

      He didn’t act on it, and he sure as hell didn’t pay any attention to it.

      What he did do was set his empty beer bottle on the bar and, with a curt nod toward his mother, headed for the lady in red.
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      “Here’s some champagne. It will help loosen you up.”

      Abby accepted the glass from Betty Jo, her palms sweaty and her fingers wooden.  It was a miracle she didn’t drop the slender flute, and for a few seconds she concentrated hard so that she wouldn’t.

      Nervous didn’t come close to describing what was going on inside her stomach.  Heck, it was like a convention of butterflies had gone bat-shit crazy.  How the hell had she let Betty Jo talk her into wearing this dress?  This makeup?

      She glanced lower.  These shoes?

      They had come-fuck-me written all over them and with the slit nearly up to her hip they were there for everyone to see.  That’s if everyone’s eyes made it past the top of her dress which, at the moment, barely supported her breasts.  And she didn’t want to think about how low the back was.  In fact she’d asked Betty Jo twice if her butt crack wasn’t peeking out of the top of the gown.

      Never in her life had she worn a dress that didn’t allow for a bra or underwear. Never.  But thanks to Betty Jo Barker, Abby was commando.  And thanks to the hotel spa, she was smooth in places she’d never been smooth before.

      Holy. Hell.

      Back in Betty’s room when she’d glanced in the mirror, she hadn’t recognized herself.  Not that she wasn’t impressed with the results.  She knew she looked good.  Really good.  Like she could walk a red carpet beside Betty Jo and maybe hold her own.

      That was pretty damn good.

      But looking sexy and fitting into that skin were two different things. She just didn’t know if she could carry off the look. Didn’t know if she could walk the walk.

      Abby had always been a jeans and T-shirt kind of girl. Even back in New York, she wasn’t much for the night clubs unless they included a rock band or the blues.  Hence, the T-shirt and jeans, maybe the occasional skirt—but never anything like this.

      Oh God. And she always wore underwear.  Sheesh, if her mother knew the state of what was going on between her legs, she’d have a freaking coronary.

      You never know if you’ll be in an accident Abigail.  Always wear undies. Clean undies.

      “You look hot,” Betty said with a grin.  “Like if I was bent that way, I’d totally do you.”

      Abby managed a smile and took a sip of champagne. She’d thought they’d be overdressed, but Betty had assured her that the Simons didn’t do dinner in a fancy restaurant unless they were dressed to the nines.  Judging by the jewels, suits and gowns, Abby had seen as they entered the room, Betty was right.

      Not that it made Abby feel any better, but still…

      Betty leaned in.  “Tucker looks more than a little hot under the collar.”

      Even though she hadn’t looked out at the sea of Simons and extended family, Abby knew exactly where Tucker was.  She could feel the touch of him, as if he was next to her. That’s how hot her Tucker Simon radar was.

      That’s how much trouble she was in.

      She gulped some more champagne and kept her eyes glued to Betty, who looked real pleased with herself.

      “You’ve already won Eden over and she’s a hard nut to crack let me tell you.”  Betty smiled at someone, a quick sort of thing before she continued.  “God, it took me at least six months to get on her good side, and it finally took a home cooked meal which I took credit for but my sister Bobbi prepared.”  Betty’s eyes flashed with mischief. “I also promised to cook Beau at least one home-cooked meal a week and I gave her a piece of artwork from my soon to be brother-in-law, Shane Gallagher.”

      That name rang a bell.

      “Shane Gallagher, the hot guy artist with the tattoos and bad reputation is engaged to your sister?”

      Abby remembered Tucker talking about him after a showing of his art at a gallery not far from her family’s pub.  Tucker had come in with a blonde on his arm and the blonde had spent most of the evening with a bored look on her face while Tucker had shown Abby pictures of Shane’s work.

      “That’s the one,” Betty nodded.

      “He’s very talented.”  This was good.  Abby could carry on a conversation without tripping over her words.

      “Don’t take your eyes off me,” Betty said softly. “Tucker looks like he wants to strangle his cousin Cooper, and Cooper looks as if he wants to eat you.”  Betty giggled. “This is gonna be epic.”

      Abby’s stomach flipped and she nearly dropped her champagne glass. “I don’t think I can do this.”

      “Yeah, you can,” Betty answered.  “Cooper is notorious for wanting something that doesn’t belong to him.”

      “But I don’t belong⁠—”

      “Cut the crap, Abby.”

      Abby’s eyes widened as Betty turned to her and suddenly the flirtatious party girl was gone, replaced with a direct no bullshit version.  “I see the way you look at Tucker, and I can feel the sexual tension between the two of you. Even this morning when you were pissed at him.  Even then.”

      Abby was silent, her heart nearly beating out of her chest.  Was she that transparent?  Did everyone know?

      “Jesus, out on that golf course my panties were on fire every time I got near you two. So don’t tell me your cock-and-bull story that making a play for Cooper is only because you want to protect Tucker.  To keep Eden and Noah off his back. I’m not buying that. You want to make him jealous as hell.”

      Betty leaned in, her mouth close to Abby’s ear.  “And I gotta say sweetie, it’s working.”

      “Abby.”

      Tucker’s voice never failed to make her knees weak.  It had a roughness to it, like aged whisky over smooth ice.

      She turned toward him and held a soft smile in place while the butterflies in her stomach took off and whooshed around like they were tumbling inside a washing machine.  Abby knew that if she didn’t get hold of her shit, it wasn’t going to be pretty.

      In fact it might get downright pathetic.

      “Tucker,” Betty said stepping forward and giving him a peck on the cheek. “You’re looking all dark and dangerous.  Something got you worked up?”

      “No,” he replied, voice dangerously low, eyes on Abby.

      “I don’t believe you,” Betty said dryly.

      “I don’t care,” he replied, eyes still on Abby.

      “Whatever, hon,” Betty answered lightly. “I’ll see you both in a bit.  I need to find my man.”

      A shiver rolled over Abby and even though she was wearing heels she had to tip her head a bit in order to meet his gaze.

      Seconds passed—or they could have been minutes for all Abby knew—but his dark chocolate eyes never left her and that feeling of nervous tension in her gut expanded.  Considering that there was no give in her dress, that was saying something.

      “You look good in red,” Tucker said, stepping so close that the heat of him washed over her, rolling across Abby like a sea of fire.

      “Thanks,” she managed without sounding like an idiot.

      Again she shivered, but it wasn’t from the⁠—

      “Cold?” he asked.

      “No, I’m…”

      God, I’m hot as hell.

      “The air conditioning takes a bit to get used to,” she managed to say, hoping she didn’t sound like a complete idiot.

      Moistening her lips, she lowered her lashes.

      God, he looked good and he smelled even better.

      Tucker’s dark hair waved a bit from the humidity, his eyes glittered, and his skin was already kissed from just one afternoon in the sun. Sure it helped that his complexion was already dark, but still.

      Not fair.

      He’d shaved for dinner and while most of the men present were wearing suits, he’d opted for just a tie—which was loosened—and his crisp white shirt was rolled up to his elbows.  Dark navy slacks hugged his hips and he didn’t have to turn around for her to know his ass looked amazing, too.

      Tucker had a casual air about him, but it did nothing to hide the dangerous glint of something that rolled just beneath the surface.  Something that was meaty and hot and…

      She cleared her throat and inhaled a shaky breath before daring to look up again.

      Wrong thing to do because the man literally took her breath away, and right now that was very inconvenient.  How the hell was she supposed to act all nonchalant if she couldn’t effing breathe?

      “Did you wear this dress for Cooper?”  He leaned closer—so close she could count every single one of his thick lashes. So close that his scent—that sexy as hell Tucker Simon scent—settled inside her nostrils.

      Inside Abby.

      “Or did you wear it for me?”

      Mouth dry, Abby licked her lips and took a few seconds to calm her nerves.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      “I wore it for myself, if you want to know the truth.”

      “Huh.”  A slow, devastating smile spread across Tucker’s face as he regarded her for a few moments in silence.  “It was a good choice.”

      He paused, something flickering in the depths of his eyes—and it made Abby think that she was toying with something dangerous and hazardous to her health.

      “You look beautiful.”

      God, she wasn’t used to this—not with Tucker—and after another second passed, Abby finally got her shit together.

      “Thanks,” she said lightly.  “You don’t look so bad yourself.  Now, are you going to introduce me to the rest of your family, or are we going to stand here while they whisper about us behind the backs of their hands?”

      Tucker moved so that he was beside her and settled his palm on her lower back.  Tingles and shooting rockets burst inside Abby as his fingers grazed her naked skin, and she hoped like hell he didn’t hear the sharp intake of air through her teeth, because she sounded like a goddamn whistle.

      “Shit, Abby.  You do know that your dress barely covers your, ah…”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      A heartbeat passed.

      And then Tucker leaned down, his breath warm against her cheek. “You’re a liar, darlin’.”

      She turned slightly and only then realized that her mouth was a whisper away from Tucker’s.

      “What do you mean?”

      His dark eyes were intense.  They traveled from her mouth, down to her breasts and then back up again.

      “You didn’t wear this dress for your own pleasure.  You wore this dress because you knew it would drive me fucking crazy.  Cooper isn’t going to leave you alone.”

      Eventually she found her voice and spoke lightly, as if this was a game, and not something that had her heart in her throat.  “Is it working?”

      Tucker’s fingers splayed across her back, resting just above the swell of her butt, his heat searing her skin.

      “Guess we’re gonna find out.”

      With that he prodded her forward, but his hand never left her body.
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      By eleven o’clock, Tucker wasn’t sure he was going to be able to get through the rest of the night without either A) punching his cousin Cooper in the throat or B) finding some dark corner and kissing Abby until he couldn’t breathe.

      So what exactly did that say about him?

      Abby Mathews was his friend, goddammit.  Friend.  Pal.  Confidant. As in the girl who was off limits—at least where the sex part came into play—but right now the sex part was pretty much all Tucker was focused on.

      All he could think about was Abby Mathews.  Her mouth.  Her smile. Her eyes.  Her breasts.  The way she smelled—light and fresh with a hint of something exotic—and the way she laughed so easily you just knew it wasn’t forced.

      Then there was that fine butt barely covered by a dress made for sinning.

      The carnal thoughts going through his head were X-rated, and even though he tried to keep his eyes off of her, he couldn’t.  He felt like a damn teenager all over again, or a bloody dog who wanted to mark territory that he had no business marking.

      He shifted in his seat, uncomfortable, and not because his leg was cramped or anything.  He was horny as hell and the evidence between his legs wasn’t something he wanted his mother to catch sight of.  Not when he’d just spent the last few hours trying to convince her that she’d read everything wrong.

      He’d assured his parents that he and Abby were just friends—more than once because his mother has asked more than once.  Hell, even Abby had smiled sweetly and said the same thing, but his mother just shook her head as if she knew a secret they didn’t and smiled at them.

      Even then, his mother had still questioned him about the status of their relationship, asking him if he was going to bring her out to White Haven, the family home up the coast, or maybe up to the cottage in Canada. She made a point to let him know the place was empty for the next few months.

      Tucker had stayed pretty close to Abby throughout the evening, and she still managed to flirt outrageously with Cooper—which was why he wanted to punch his cousin in the throat—as well as Maverick.  Shit, you’d think the two of them had never seen a beautiful woman before.  They were like bees flitting around a pot of honey, and it was driving Tucker crazy.

      He had no business getting crazy or anything else for that matter. Yet he was getting tired of fighting the questions. Tired of lusting after a woman he knew he was no good for. But hell, he was only human.

      He wanted her plain and simple, and if he was reading the signals right, she wanted him too—and that was a problem. Contrary to whatever the hell notion was going on inside his mother’s head, he and Abby were friends.  Shit, if Tucker was gonna be real honest with himself, he’d venture to say that over the last six months or so, she’d become his closest friend.

      She knew things about him he hadn’t shared with anyone. Things about Marley and the life that never happened. Things he hadn’t even shared with his twin Teague or brother Beau.

      There were some things that were still unsaid, some things he didn’t feel right sharing with anyone, but for the most part Abby knew everything.

      He knew his head was still screwed up over his wife, so how could he entertain the thought of some sort of relationship when there were so many loose ends in his life?  He couldn’t go there with a woman like Abby, because a woman like Abby deserved more than sex, and aside from friendship, that was pretty much all he had to offer.

      With a groan Tucker shifted again, his eyes on Abby as she laughed at something Rick said. Cooper was nowhere in sight so that was something, but Rick and Abby were near the patio that looked out over the water.  A slight breeze had built, teasing the air with her hair, and he watched the elegant lift of her hand as she tucked a piece behind her ear.

      She rocked jeans and T-shirts—there was no doubt about that—but something about this ultra feminine and sexy side of her was appealing.  More than appealing.

      “Shit,” he muttered, running his hands over the top of his head. He thought of his brother Teague and wished that he was here.  At least then he’d have someone to bitch to who would understand. Beau was too wrapped up in Betty Jo, and he’d hardly seen his older brother Jack. A rising star in the Democratic party, Jack Simon was in demand, and it seemed everyone wanted a piece of him, even at a family function.

      “Your friend is something else, Tuck.  Glad you found her.”

      Speak of the devil.

      Tucker glanced up as Jack stopped just in front of him. His dress shirt was undone, tie long gone, and the annoying Monique was nowhere to be seen.  She’d flitted around him like a damn fly all night, and it was obvious that Jack wasn’t the only one with aspirations.  Monique Patterson had her sights set on being a Simon, and Tucker had a feeling that if his brother didn’t play it right, he just might end up saddled with a woman he didn’t love.

      “God, not you too,” Tucker muttered. “Look, we’re not involved.”

      Jack cocked his head to the side, an eyebrow arched.  “Okay,” he said eventually, dragging the word out a bit.

      “We’re not,” Tucker repeated, louder than he should.  Jesus Christ, what the hell was wrong with his family?  Did they not understand the English language?

      Jack glanced across the room as Abby’s laughter drifted over to them, and Tucker followed his direction.  It had been a long day for most, and with the wedding in less than ten hours, the crowd was thinning.

      “Too bad,” Jack murmured, slipping his arms into his suit jacket. “I like her.”

      “Yeah,” Tucker replied.  “She’s easy to like.” He paused, eyes still on Abby. “Where’s Monique?”

      “Headache.  She gets bad migraines.”

      Not surprised. The woman was strung as tight a bow and anal about everything. Being around her was exhausting, and he didn’t know how Jack put up with her.

      “She headed up to the room about twenty minutes ago.”

      Tucker watched Abby lean closer to Rick, laughter bubbling on her lips.  His cousin said something—eliciting another round of giggles—and then headed for the bar, while Abby rolled her shoulders and glanced toward Tucker.  She was flushed, sexy as hell, and probably well on her way to being more than a little drunk.  Tucker knew that wine wasn’t her drink of choice—she was more of a Bud Light kind of girl.  But in this crowd, she’d stuck to champagne and wine and she’d had more than her share of the Pinot Grigio before and after dinner.

      Abby held Tucker’s gaze for a few seconds, a soft smile on her lips, and it felt as if they were the only two people in the room. Just like that, the air was sucked from his lungs and Tucker sat straighter, nerves jumping like a junkie looking for a fix. A sudden gust of wind tugged on her hair blowing it across her face and she turned on her heel, disappearing into the night.

      Tucker was on his feet and mumbling a goodnight to his brother in exactly three seconds flat.  He strode past the bar, past those gathered for last call, past his cousin Rick and a few others, never taking his eyes off the doorway that Abby had disappeared through.

      Once outside, he took a moment to let his eyes adjust to the gloom, though there was a sliver of moonlight bathing the tables and chairs in an eerie mist. Florida in October wasn’t exactly an oven, but it was cooler than normal and his breath made puffs as he exhaled.

      Where the hell was she?

      He glanced around, a frown on his face. The smell of the ocean and the sound of the waves soothed him as he caught sight of Abby near two large palm trees, down on the beach.

      Her silhouette looked ghostly—the breeze still carried her hair, and she made no effort to tame the long strands so they drifted around her head in a slow, sensual dance.  He made his way across the patio, his leather Armani’s sinking into the sand as he headed toward her. Tucker stopped a few feet from Abby and shoved his hands into his front pockets.

      “It’s so nice out here,” she said without looking back at him.  “Peaceful.”

      “Are you cold?”

      “No.”

      Tucker took another step and he was beside Abby. He stared out into the darkness, watching the white frothy waves as they crested and came toward them, falling apart when they met the beach.

      “But sad somehow you know?” she continued softly.  “As if there’re secrets out there that we’ll never know.”

      An ache formed in Tucker’s gut as he continued to look out over the water.

      Or maybe secrets he wasn’t ever meant to know.

      “Your family is lovely.”

      Abby turned to him and that fresh scent of hers drifted in the air. It infiltrated his body and chased away his bad thoughts.

      God, she smelled nice.

      “I don’t know if lovely is the word I’d use to describe them, but they’re mine and I can’t complain.”  He paused.  “They really like you.”

      “Even Cooper?” she said with a sly smile.

      Tucker laughed.  “Especially, Cooper.”  He leaned down, so that his mouth was next to her ear. “And Rick and Beau and hell, you managed to make an impression on Jack, and he’s been so damn preoccupied lately that that’s gotta win you some kind of prize.”

      “Prize?”  Her voice was husky now. “Do I get to pick my prize?”

      For a moment there was nothing but the sound of waves buffeting the beach and the whistle of wind in the palm leaves overhead. Things faded away, the rolling waves gentled and the wind softened. It was as if those few seconds hung in the air, frozen in time, leaving him with only water and sand and Abby.

      And a deep, dangerous undercurrent of sexual awareness he couldn’t shake off, no matter how hard he tried.

      “In that dress, you can pretty much ask for anything.”

      She moved slightly so that she was facing him, her eyes downcast and her chest rose and fell rapidly—as if she was having trouble breathing. And dammit if Tucker didn’t have the same problem.  The air was too heavy, it was filled with dark and lustful things.

      “Anything?” she repeated.

      She glanced up suddenly, and Tucker was lost in the shiny depths of her eyes. Had they always been so…so large and expressive?  He might have groaned when she licked her lips.

      “Kiss me,” she said suddenly.

      Tucker gave himself a mental smack down and cleared his throat as he desperately tried to get his shit together.  He wanted to kiss her—he wanted to kiss her badly—but should they go there?

      “Abby,” he managed to get out.

      “Now, Tucker.”  Her hands reached up slowly and he felt the cool touch of her fingers along each side of his face. “I want you to kiss me now.”

      Her breath was like a whisper on his skin, and he closed his eyes as she gently tugged his face toward hers.

      “I don’t think this is a good idea,” he said hoarsely, his control thin, his arms snaking around her waist as he brought her flush to his body. God, she felt as good as she looked.

      “I didn’t ask you what you thought, Tucker.”  Her hands sank into his hair and her mouth slid across his, a gentle swipe that was merely a tease.  “I just want my prize.”

      There was one second when he could have pushed her away.  One second when he could have saved them both from heading down a path that would change everything.

      But that second passed when she made a sexy sound in the back of her throat, and he opened his mouth over hers in a demanding, hungry kiss. He tasted wine and strawberries and Abby, as his tongue delved inside her mouth seeking more.

      Her lips were soft, pliant and he eased a bit, his mouth gentle as he tugged on her bottom lip before stroking her inside with his tongue.  He was slow.  Thorough. Methodic. He wanted to take his time—make it count—because there would only be one first kiss.

      He cupped the back of her head, his body hot and urgent as her tongue slid inside his mouth and when she moaned, he thought he was gonna lose it.  Their kiss turned hotter.  Harder.

      And Tucker couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so desperate to get close to someone.  To taste someone.  To be inside someone.

      He inhaled her sweet scent as he kissed his way along her jaw and when his hot, wet mouth slid under her earlobe, she sagged against him. Her hands slid across his shoulders and her hips moved provocatively, pushing into his groin.

      Tucker was hard.  Good lord, he had the mother of all erections going on right now and he knew that she could feel it.  He should stop them.  He really should. But then she whispered or moaned, oh God, and he lost all hope of stopping.

      There was no way.  He couldn’t get enough.

      “Jesus, you feel amazing,” he said roughly, his mouth seeking hers again.

      His hands slid down all that exposed skin at her back, all the way down to the slender dip at the base of her spine.  His large hands slid lower and cupped her, pulling Abby even closer against him, before his fingers dipped below the material.

      Her mouth was open, her tongue bold and curious as she kissed him back, every stroke making him harder.  His fingers worked their way lower and…

      Holy. Hell.

      He came up for air and rested his forehead against hers.  “You’re not wearing anything under this dress.”

      Abby shook her head and she might have whispered, no, or she might have made that sexy little noise again.  Tucker had no clue.  All he could think about was the fact that Abby Mathews wasn’t wearing underwear.

      As in, she was commando.

      His cock twitched.

      Jesus.

      “Hey, now. What are you guys up to?”  Rick Simon called out from the patio behind them.

      Tucker had his back to his cousin and he knew that the lighting was too dim for Rick to see them properly.

      He glanced down at Abby’s swollen mouth and slowly let his hands drop.  He cleared his throat and ran his hands through his hair, his eyes never leaving Abby.  Shit.  What to say?

      “Abby,” he said roughly.

      She shook her head, took a moment and cleared her throat. “I’m just getting ready to head to the room, Rick.”  Abby answered, taking a step back from Tucker. “Can you give us a minute?”

      How the hell could she sound so in control when her chest still heaved and her hair was all over the place?

      “Sure,” Rick answered.  “I’ll just drink this here cocktail that you won’t be needing.  Actually.  I’ll just maybe take it inside.”

      Tucker ignored his cousin, flush with satisfaction because the woman in front of him looked as if she’d been thoroughly kissed.

      A few seconds passed as the two of them regarded each other in silence.  Tucker had no idea what was going on inside Abby’s head, but he sure as hell was glad she couldn’t see what was going on inside his.  Because it was all about naked bodies—his and Abby’s.

      “You might want to wait a bit before you head up to our room, Mr. Simon,” she said softly.

      Tucker glanced down at his straining erection, and then back up at her.

      “You might want to wear underwear tomorrow, Miss Mathews.”

      She looked surprised for about a second and then laughed, a beautiful, musical sound that made his chest tight. Had she always sounded like that?  As if she had the ability to lighten everything with the sound of her laughter?

      Slowly, Abby stepped away from him, that generous mouth still curved into a smile. “You’ll just have to kiss me again to find out.”

      Should Tucker be surprised by her bold statement? By the kiss they’d just shared that had pretty much rocked more than anything in recent memory?

      Maybe he should have been.  Maybe he should have been ashamed of himself for taking something he had no right to take.  Instead, he shoved his hands into the front pockets of his slacks and watched her disappear into the shadows surrounding the hotel.

      He turned back toward the ocean, but this time as he gazed over the waves and watched them crash onto the beach, he didn’t feel the melancholy or the darkness that he usually did.  He felt something else.  Something light and airy.  Maybe even a little bit happy.

      It took him a moment, but then he realized that what he was feeling was hope.
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      The bride was beautiful and the groom handsome, as the late afternoon sun touched the guests gathered for cocktails just inside the old antebellum mansion.  The wedding had taken place a few hours earlier, photos had been taken, and now it was time to celebrate.

      The bridesmaids’ dresses were sheer perfection—old rose in a classic and simple strapless design that flattered the four women who wore them—and the flowers were gorgeous, white and pink peonies.   The groomsmen were rakish in coattails, the guests distinguished, with a healthy balance between celebrities, politicians and people like Abby—plain old folk.

      Music played softly while waiters worked the room, laden with trays of succulent scallops, mouth-watering mushrooms or crab and avocado canapés, and jumbo shrimp cocktails.  There was a slight breeze that was perfect, just enough to cool Abby’s hot skin and that was a welcome relief.

      God, it felt as if her cheeks had been burning since she’d woken up this morning to sunshine, the smell of fresh coffee and the memory of a kiss that had rocked her to the core.

      Tucker had already been up, showered and ready to head out when she’d stumbled out of bed. For a moment, the two of them had stared at each other and she knew exactly what he was thinking.

      Wasn’t hard. The slow, sensual smile that crept over his face had left her knees weak and her stomach in knots.  Last night had been a game changer, but in the bright light of the morning after, she wasn’t sure if she was ready for anything to change.  Or rather, Abby wasn’t so sure she would survive it.

      God, how had she gotten herself in this mess? Jesus.  She knew better than to drink wine.  It always loosened her tongue and opened up that box full of inhibitions she kept hidden away.

      A moment had passed. Then another.

      And then she’d mumbled something unintelligible before hightailing it to the bathroom like a scared kid.

      “Crap,” she muttered, touching her flushed face as she ducked behind a large palm tree near the large foyer.  Leaning against the cool wall, she closed her eyes in an effort to calm her nerves.

      You’ll just have to kiss me again to find out.

      “I can’t believe I said that,” she groaned, biting her lip.

      “What would, that, be?”

      Her eyes shot open and her vision filled with six foot two inches of blond male beauty.  Cooper Simon smiled, head cocked to the side as he loosened his tie and undid his top button.

      Sweet Jesus, the guy was easy on the eyes and did he ever know it. He’d flirted with her outrageously the night before and though Abby genuinely liked him—it was hard not to—she wasn’t in the mood to play his game right now.

      “It’s nothing,” she said straightening her dress—a dress that Betty Jo Barker had nothing to do with, so her breasts weren’t falling out the top, and the naked factor was minimal.

      The high-neck top was a deep green satin that left her arms bare, while the soft fabric that fell from an empire waist stopped just above her knee. With her dark hair, the color choice was flattering, but, more importantly, everything was covered up.

      Even more important was the fact that she was wearing underwear. Jesus, she would have pulled on a pair of granny-pants if she had any with her.

      Cooper took a sip from his tumbler, amber liquid glittering as sunlight hit the glass.

      “Nothing,” he repeated, his voice like water over silk.

      She shrugged, but didn’t respond.  She was still navigating her way through the Simon family and, contrary to what Tucker had told her, she thought that his cousin Cooper was a whole lot more complicated than he’d indicated.  There were layers to this guy, layers she wasn’t sure his family knew about.

      “What’s the story with you and Tucker anyway?”  Cooper asked.

      “There is no story. We’re friends.”

      Friends who kiss.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “That’s your problem.”

      Cooper laughed and raised his glass.  “I see why he likes you.”

      A waiter passed by and Cooper grabbed a crystal flute.  He handed it to Abby without asking if she wanted a drink.  For a moment, there was that voice in the back of her head, the one that said, pace yourself, girl.  You’re beer and wings, not champagne and pastries.

      At her raised eyebrow, he grinned. “You look like you need it.”

      “You don’t know me well enough to know what I need.”

      “I know more than you think,” he replied.  “Trust me, you need a drink.”

      “What is it with you?”  She grumbled and eyed Cooper closely.

      “You tell me.”  Cooper leaned closer.

      Abby took a sip of champagne and rolled her shoulders slightly. She considered Cooper for a few moments, her irritation growing at about the same rate as his smile.

      “You do know that my family owns a bar in New York City, right?” she asked.

      “Yep.”  His smile widened even more. “Yes indeed, I believe that came up last night when you instructed the bartender on how to make the perfect martini.”

      Her cheeks heated.  God. She’d been a little full of herself.

      “Well there is a wrong way and there is the Mathews way.  I’ll give you two guesses as to which one is better.”

      Cooper held his glass aloft in mock salute. “I believe you.”

      Abby took another sip from her glass, relaxing a bit. “The thing is Cooper, working in a bar, being around people all the time, it gives a girl a certain perspective.”

      “I’m all ears,” he said softly.

      “I know people.  I know how to read them.  I know when they’re hiding something, and I know when they’re trying to be someone that they’re not.”

      His eyes narrowed a bit, but the smile never left his face.

      “You my friend,” she said lightly, “are not what you seem.”

      “Really?”

      “Really,” she repeated.

      “And what exactly am I?”

      Abby took another gulp of champagne, liking the diversion.

      “You’re a callous man-whore who only sleeps with women who are unavailable. Women who are married or engaged or otherwise attached.”

      “Is that what Tucker told you?”

      “He might have mentioned it. He might have warned me about you.”

      “Maybe you should listen to him.” Cooper was no longer smiling.

      “Why would I?” Abby asked.  “He’s got you all wrong.”

      Cooper stared at her for so long that Abby shifted her feet, uncomfortable and wondering if she’d gone too far.  After all, she’d only met Cooper the day before.

      “And what is it that you think he’s got wrong?” Cooper asked.

      Abby considered shutting the conversation down right then and there, but Cooper had started it.  And since she preferred to focus on something other than her sorry situation, she decided to let it all out.

      “Honestly, Tucker’s got a lot right.  You are a callous man-whore who only sleeps with married women, or women who aren’t available.”

      “So what’s he got wrong?” Cooper asked casually, but she saw how his fingers gripped the tumbler so tight that his knuckles were white.

      “It’s not the what…it’s the why, and Tucker doesn’t know it.”

      “And you do,” Cooper said, his voice a little stronger as he squared his shoulders and stared down at her.

      Something flashed in the depths of his eyes, and Abby zeroed in on it like a bear after honey.

      “Someone hurt you.  Badly, I’d say.”  She shrugged. “And because of that, you’ve closed yourself off from the possibility of ever having a healthy relationship again. You don’t want to get close to anyone, let alone a woman. So you sleep with the ones who can never belong to you.  The ones that are already taken.  You sleep with them because you think that keeps you safe.”

      He didn’t say anything so she continued.

      “I’ll bet you’ve slept with several friends’ girlfriends and when they get too clingy, you pull out the ‘he’s my buddy, this will never work,’ card and move on to the next.”

      She thought of a comment flung toward Cooper from his brother Rick, one that was off the cuff and not meant for her ears.

      “I bet you’ve even slept with one of your brother’s girlfriends.”

      “Two actually,” Cooper answered without missing a beat.

      Wow. Abby shouldn’t have been shocked but she was.

      “And I bet you told yourself you were doing your brother a favor when you did it.  Maybe you thought that if they were willing to sleep with you, then Rick was better off without them.”

      “No.” Cooper shook his head slowly. “I slept with them because I wanted to.”

      “I call bullshit. Just like everything else, you bullshit your way through it all.  You hide behind your pain because you’re a coward.  Because you’re afraid to put yourself out there. And unfortunately, you end up hurting people that you care about. Like your brother.”

      “I think you missed your calling,” he shot back. “You should be charging by the hour.”

      “The sad thing is that you’re hurting yourself the most.  Whoever that woman was…whatever she did to you, it’s not right to use that as an excuse to be an asshole just because it’s easier for you to live that way. You’re so much better than that.”

      And he was.  She’d seen it last night. The way he’d been so sweet to his Aunt Virginia, taking her for a turn on the dance floor, more than once.  The way he’d made his sister smile and his mother giggle like a teenager.  Cooper Simon could make some woman ecstatically happy if he would just let himself fall in love again.

      For a moment there were no more words. They each sipped their drinks and Cooper leaned along the wall beside her.

      “You’re good.”

      “I’m sorry,” she answered simply.

      “But since we’re being so honest and all, I gotta say Abby, you’re no better than I am. You’re hiding, too.”

      Surprised, she pushed off from the wall. “Excuse me?”

      His glass was empty, and he studied it, swishing around the ice cubes so that they clinked against the side of the glass.  He leaned close to her, his mouth near her ear and she held her breath as he whispered.

      “You’re in love with my cousin and too afraid to do anything about it. You’re nothing but a big old chicken and if you don’t mind my saying, pretty damn hypocritical to lecture me when you’re carrying around that secret.”

      Abby blinked.

      She cleared her throat.

      Goosebumps spread across her skin and cold sweat gave her the shivers as Cooper shoved away from her.  “So how close am I?”

      She didn’t answer him because she couldn’t.  So she said nothing.

      “If I came into your bar, if I ordered the perfect martini from you.” He paused, a dark grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes in place. “No, hold on. What if I had several perfect martinis.” He tipped his chin up. “Enough so that I spilled my shit and told you that I was in love with someone, but was too afraid of rejection to do anything about it.  What advice would you give me?”

      “I’m not paid to hand out advice,” she managed to say.

      “Now who’s full of shit? What advice would you give me, Abby?”

      He wasn’t going to let this go.  She thought of Tucker.  Of the kiss they’d shared the night before, and the promise that would never bloom.

      “I would say that if you didn’t at least try, you would never know.”

      “Never know what?”

      Abby licked her dry lips and exhaled. “You would never know if there was a chance for the two of you.”

      “So maybe you should listen to your own advice. Maybe my cousin needs a kick in the ass so that he stops living in the past.”

      How in hell had Cooper Simon managed to turn the entire conversation around to Abby and Tucker?

      “He needs you, Abby, and he probably doesn’t even know it yet.” Cooper glanced behind them, a calculated look in his eyes. “Judging by the pissed off expression on his face right now…” Cooper’s hand caressed her cheek.  “I’m thinking he’s gonna realize that sooner or later.”
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      Something was getting under Tucker’s skin and like a slow burn or itch, it wasn’t going away. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that it would burrow deep and torture him for the rest of the weekend—because that something had an awful lot to do with Abby Mathews.

      Shit.  He hadn’t seen that one coming.

      Tucker settled back in his chair, pushed aside his crumpled napkin, not bothering to hide his scowl as he watched Abby and Cooper chat near the chocolate fountain.

      He’d been trying to get her alone all day, but every single time he’d approached her something or someone got in the way.  Like the damn wedding or—his scowl deepened—his damn cousin.

      “What’s got you so pissed off?”

      Tucker didn’t bother to glance up as Beau slid into the seat beside him.

      “Or should I say who?”

      Dinner had been cleared away, the speeches were done and in a few minutes, the music would start.  The bride was posing for pictures with some girlfriends, and the new groom was shaking hands. Congratulations no doubt.

      Tucker toyed with his half-full wine glass but didn’t answer his brother. Instead he shrugged, his eyes still on Abby.

      “So tell me again how you and this woman are just friends?”

      Tucker shot a dark look at Beau. Guess the jig was up there.

      “Because right now brother, you look jealous as hell.”

      “Yeah?” Tucker muttered.

      “Yeah,” Beau replied.  “Looks to me like Cooper’s got a bull’s eye pinned to the back of his head with your name on it.  So maybe you need to figure out what’s going on before things get out of hand.”  Beau leaned forward. “Because a family wedding isn’t exactly the time or place for the kind of shit that I know is brewing in that head of yours.”

      A muscle worked its way across Tucker’s cheek as he clamped down hard.  He wanted nothing more than to plant his fist into Cooper’s perfect nose.  He was wound so tight his shoulders ached. Hell, even his teeth hurt from clenching his jaw.

      He knew he’d get grief if he started something with his cousin, but right now it was the only thing that would make him feel better.

      He needed to get Abby alone.  He needed to tell her some things. The fact that he wasn’t exactly sure what those things were didn’t really matter.  He’d figure it out.

      His eyes narrowed as Cooper leaned in close and whispered something into her ear. Again. Something that made her smile.  Something that had her looking up into his cousin’s eyes as if…

      Tucker was out of his chair so fast he nearly spilled his wine.  He didn’t bother looking back at Beau as he strode through the crowd.  If he’d have taken a moment, he might have realized he was playing out the exact same scenario that had occurred the night before.

      The one that had led to a kiss.  A kiss that had pretty much kept him up for most of the night.

      It was that kiss that he needed to talk about.

      So he stayed focused and didn’t look to the right, even though he knew his mother was trying to get his attention. He ignored his Aunt Virginia, which was a small miracle because the woman was wearing a bright orange dress and waved her arms madly.  He ignored his brother Jack’s girlfriend, and the knowing smile that curved Betty Jo’s mouth.

      Hell, he didn’t even say a word to his baby sister, Grace, when she managed to come up for air after making out with her new boy-toy—and that had been bugging him since he’d first met the guy.

      Tucker ignored it all, because he was done.

      Done thinking about that kiss.  Done remembering what it felt like to hold Abby in his arms and breathe her in.  He was done wondering, and he was done sulking in the corner like a goddamn schoolboy.

      Beau wanted to know what the hell was going on?  Well so did Tucker.

      And it was about time he found out.

      He reached Abby and Cooper just as the DJ called the bride and groom up to the dance floor.

      “We need to talk,” he said trying to keep his cool and doing a crap job of it. He knew this because Abby took a step back, a wary look in her eyes.

      “Tucker,” Abby said haltingly. “I don’t think this is the place.”

      “I don’t care what you think. We need to talk.”  Damn, he was blowing this.  He took a moment—exhaled—and tried for a bit of calm.  “Please,” he entreated. “Can you just come with me?”

      “Tucker doesn’t say please very often, Abigail.  This must be important,” Cooper said.  He leaned into her and Tucker’s fists clenched when Cooper murmured. “Save me a dance?”  His cousin turned on his heel and disappeared into the crowd, milling near the edge of the dance floor.

      Beau was right.  If Tucker’s hands were filled with darts every single one of them would be buried in the back of Cooper’s head.  Screw darts.  He’d be using arrows for fuck sake.

      “Are you all right?” Abby asked softly.

      “No.”  There was no hesitation.  He was so far from all right at the moment that he wouldn’t know what all right looked like if it kicked him in the ass.

      She cleared her throat, her hands on the pulse at her neck, and Tucker stared down into Abby’s soft brown eyes, not knowing what to say—not knowing how to be calm with the heat surging through him.

      “Let’s go,” he said roughly, reaching for her hand.

      He led her through the crowd, eyes searching for a place where they could be alone. Where there could be some quiet so he could think.

      They were near the patio doors that led to the back garden when Tucker caught sight of his Aunt Virginia, deftly making her way toward them. No way did he have time for her. He turned sharply, Abby’s hand still in his, and took a right until he was able to slip out the exit behind the head table.

      Without pause, he took to the stairs, not stopping until he’d gone up another flight and then opened the first door on his left.  The last rays of sunlight fell in from the window and illuminated what appeared to be a study or office.

      “Tucker, slow down.”

      Abby tugged her hand from his and stared up at him.  There were questions in her eyes—probably the same ones in his—and damned if he was leaving this room until they were answered.

      “What the hell?  Your family is going to think that you…” She blew an errant strand of hair off her face. “They’re going to think we’re…that we…”

      In that moment, he didn’t give a rat’s ass what his family or anyone else thought. How could he?

      All he saw were eyes that tugged at him.  A mouth that tortured him.  And a heart-shaped face that made him crazy.

      “I’m sure Beau and Cooper both know why I dragged you up here,” he said roughly.

      The wariness returned, and she would have stepped away but Tucker didn’t let her.  Instead his arm snaked around her waist and he pulled her closer until she was pretty much pressed against every inch of him.

      The air was charged with that same hot and heavy something from the night before, and he knew she felt it too. It was in the way her tongue darted out to rest against her bottom lip.  The way her breath caught. It was in the way his heart beat, thrumming like a drum, his pulse racing ahead trying to keep up with his thoughts.

      And there was no mistaking the hardness between his legs for anything other than what it was. Desire.  Hot and heavy desire.

      “That kiss last night,” he began hoarsely.

      Silence.

      “What about it?” she asked, voice more than a little rough.

      His hand slid along her jaw until he cupped the back of her head and kept her gaze locked onto his.

      “Why did you go there, Abby?  Why did you kiss me like that?”

      Shadows crept into her eyes and for a moment, he thought she was going to ignore all of it.  Heck, in the past, it was what he would have done.  Just ignore it.  Put it in a little box, tie it up and throw it in a drawer.  It would have been the easy thing to do, because God knows things were getting complicated, and they were getting complicated fast.

      But she surprised him.  Abby always managed to surprise him.

      “I wanted to kiss you,” she replied.

      “Why?”

      A pause.

      “What do you mean, why?”

      Christ, she wasn’t going to make this easy.  But had he expected that?

      “We’ve been friends for a while now, and I just…” God, he couldn’t get out what was inside of him.  “Well I just…that kiss kind of blew me away. I thought about it all night.”

      There. It was out in the open and the ball was in her court.

      She stared up at him for a few seconds, pulse alive at her throat, eyes wide and expressive.  She was thinking things.  Wondering things.

      “I’ve wanted to kiss you for a long time, Tucker.  You had to have known that.”  Her eyes slid away, as if she was embarrassed at her own candour, and something about the tremble in her bottom lip tugged at him.

      Okay.  Maybe he shouldn’t be surprised as shit, but holy hell.  Tucker was surprised as shit.

      He slid one hand up her body until he cupped the back of her head, his long fingers buried in her hair.  Gently, he forced her eyes back up to his and—yep—there went his heart, racing like a damn drum. Ba-boom, ba-boom, ba-boom.

      What. The. Hell.  When was the last time he’d felt so alive?  When was the last time his body and mind were in sync when it came to a woman? God, he wanted Abby, he wanted to be buried deep inside her, but it was so much more than that.

      This here, what he was feeling, was already so much more than he’d thought it could be, and he decided there and then that he was going to explore the connection. As long as she was willing.

      “Why did you wait so long?” he murmured, eyes locked onto hers intently.

      For a few moments, there was silence and then she exhaled slowly, shaking her head.  “I was afraid.”

      “Of what?”

      “I…” She shuddered against him, and he felt something inside him crack.

      “I was afraid that you wouldn’t feel the same.”

      He groaned, one hand on her hip holding her in place while the other cupped the back of her neck.  “Are you crazy?  Who the hell wouldn’t want a kiss from you?”

      She didn’t answer and her eyes were lowered, so he couldn’t see what was in them.  And if anything, Abby’s eyes were a direct path to what was going on inside her head.

      He reached for her chin and tugged gently until she was forced to look up at him.  “Hey,” he said softly.  He had a feeling that he knew what was going on inside her.  Because it was the exact same thing that was going on inside him.

      “Is it because we’re friends?”

      Her eyes flashed and she straightened a bit, a little of her fire back.  “So I’m not just some bartender who you barely know?”

      He liked the fire.  Hell, he wanted to taste the fire.

      His mouth found its way to the corner of hers and he whispered. “No, Abigail Mathews.  You’re a hell of a lot more than just a bartender that I know.”

      And she was.

      “You are an amazing woman, and I think you know me better than maybe I know my own self.”  He thought of the endless nights he’d stayed late at The Black Dog, or the excuses he’d made to bring the endless parade of women around.  He realized it was because of Abby. It had always been because of Abby.

      “I’m not sure what this is or where we’re going and what it could be, but I can’t lie.”  He rested his forehead on hers. “I want you.  I want you in my bed.”

      He was hot. On fire.

      “But I don’t want to screw our friendship up because you’re important to me.”

      Her hand was slowly creeping up his body until her nails dug into his shoulders.  “Then this is going to get complicated,” she murmured.

      “Yeah,” he managed to say when her lips grazed the skin beneath his earlobe.

      Fear shot through him, and he moved so that he could see her again.  “Abby, I don’t…I don’t think…” He took a step back and welcomed the cool air that ran across his skin.  Tucker took a moment, eyes never leaving Abby.  “I don’t know that I can be…or…”  Man, he wasn’t making any kind of sense.

      But Abby placed her fingers on his mouth. “Why don’t we stop analyzing and overthinking.”  She wrinkled her nose.  “We always overthink you know? It’s like the fail-safe for human nature. I don’t want to overthink anymore.  There’s something here, Tucker. I’m not imagining it and neither are you, and whatever this is could be amazing.  Why don’t we just see where it goes?”

      She glanced down at the evidence of his arousal, and the soft smile that lingered around her mouth was enough to drive him over the edge.

      “I thought you weren’t going to sleep with me.”

      Her head whipped up.  “Excuse me?”

      “That’s what you told your roommate.”

      Abby smoothed her hair into place and took another step back until her hand was on the doorknob.  “Well, that’s the thing about women, Tucker.  It’s our prerogative to change our mind.”

      If he could have taken her right there and then, he would have.  Instead, Tucker reached down for some sort of control and shoved his hands into the front pockets of his dress pants.

      He nailed her with a look that was unmistakable.

      “Good to know,” he said dangerously, his hand sliding over hers until he opened the door.  “Because we’re leaving this reception early.”

      He pushed her out into the hall.  Bent toward her and licked up the side of her neck.  “And then I’m going to take you back to our room and we’re going to get naked.”

      He heard her breath catch and grinned.

      “I’m going to kiss and lick every inch of your body, Miss Mathews.”

      She started down the stairs, hand shaking as it clung to the railing.  “Really, Mr. Simon?” she murmured.

      “Really,” he answered, heart beating slow and steady.  Just before Abby reached the door leading back into the reception, his hand slid over hers, electricity zipping along his forearm. “And then you’re going to have the best sex of your life.”

      She paused at that, and he could visualize the smile on her face.  “That’s a pretty arrogant statement.”

      “No, that’s where you’re wrong, darlin’.”  He opened the door, his hot gaze on her face as he waited for her to pass by.  “That’s not a statement. That’s a promise.”
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      Abby stayed away from the champagne.  She didn’t have one sip of wine.  Didn’t touch any of the beer, imported or otherwise.  And she sure as hell didn’t touch any of the hard liquor.

      And yet she felt as if every single cell in her body was buzzing.  It was as if her equilibrium was off, and like a drunk, she was weaving through the sea of guests, trying to keep her feet planted firmly so that her ass wouldn’t end up on the cool, tiled floor.

      Because she sure as heck was drunk.

      She was drunk and high on something and that something had a name. Tucker Simon.

      That’s not a statement, darling.  That’s a promise.

      A groan escaped her and she tried to smile at Aunt Victoria as the older woman threaded her arm through Abby’s and led her into a dark corner.

      “Are you all right, dear?  You look a bit peaked.”

      Abby didn’t have to glance up to know that Tucker’s dark gaze was on her.  They’d been back at the reception for nearly two hours, though almost as soon as they’d entered the large room, he’d been spirited away by his cousins. He’d taken the bride for a spin around the room and then, of course, Aunt Virginia had claimed him. After that, he’d been surrounded by family and more than a few women who were a tad too…overt in their advances.

      And all the time, Tucker watched her.

      Abby had taken a turn on the dance floor with Cooper and then Beau.  She’d done a slow waltz with an old Southerner named Briscoe, who sported a waxed moustache that would have made Custer proud and wandering hands that well, wandered.

      Again, Tucker watched.

      They were separated, physically, and yet she felt the weight of his gaze, as if he was next to her. Kissing her.  Touching her.

      “God,” she said softly, pressing a hand to the damp skin behind her neck.

      “Would you like some punch?” Aunt Virginia asked.

      “No,” Abby replied, cutting off the older woman.  Alcohol would only make things worse.  “I’m sorry, I just need to…I want…”  She looked into the older woman’s eyes and blew out a hot breath.  What to say?

      I want to have hot, sweaty sex with your nephew, but I don’t know if I should because it might ruin everything? But I’ve wanted him forever it seems and now I don’t know what to do about it?

      A slow smile crept over Virginia’s face, and she patted Abby’s hand. “I understand, honey.  Trust me.  Those Simon boys are hard to resist.  Why my own husband damn near swept me off my feet the night I met him.”  She cocked her head and smoothed her hair back as her gaze wandered the room.  A dreamy expression settled in her eyes, and her voice was husky.

      “It was love at first sight, and I didn’t stand a chance.  He took one look at me and decided he was going to have me and well,” she chuckled.  “Have me he did.  Right there.  That night.”

      Abby didn’t know what to say to that, so she remained quiet.

      “So you and Tucker are…involved then?”  Virginia’s eyes were sharp as she swung her gaze back to Abby.

      “I…well.” She attempted a smile.  She so didn’t want to discuss Tucker with his aunt.  A quick look to her right, and she saw his mother, Eden, headed their way.  Two against one.  Not fair.

      Suddenly it was all too much.  It was too noisy.  Too hot.  There were too many bodies everywhere—too many damn Simons. And if Tucker kept looking at her the way he was right now, she was going to explode.  She just might melt into an orgasmic puddle.

      She needed something familiar and safe. Something or, rather, someone who could steer her straight.

      “I’ve got to make a phone call.  Please excuse me.”

      Abby didn’t wait for Aunt Virginia to answer.  She spun on her four inch pumps and slid through the crowd, ducking to her left when she spied Cooper a few feet away.   She wasn’t in the mood for him.  Hell, she wasn’t in the mood for any of this right now.

      She threaded her way across the dance floor and headed for the terrace, not stopping until the cool air hit her and the shadows in the corners covered her.  If she smoked, now would be the time for a cigarette.  Instead, she rifled through her small clutch bag and whipped out her cell.

      Moments later, it rang and her roommate Lisa picked up immediately.

      “You slept with him.”

      Startled, Abby pressed the volume button, wincing as Lisa’s voice echoed into the night.  Turning slightly she whispered into the phone.

      “No. Why the hell would you say that?”

      “You didn’t sleep with him?”

      “You sound surprised.”

      “I am.”

      Abby made a face.

      “So you didn’t sleep with him,” Lisa repeated.

      “Not yet.”

      “Ha!  I knew it.”

      “No!  I mean…” Abby leaned against one of the columns that supported an overhang strewn with fresh cut flowers and rubbed her forefinger against her temple.

      She sighed. “He wants to…um, sleep with me and we’ve had a great time here, and his family is amazing even his cousin Cooper, and I kissed him the other night, and I swear to God I had an orgasm from just that one kiss.”

      Her words came out in a breathless rush and for a second she wavered, more than a bit dizzy.

      “Lisa?”

      “Yeah, I’m here.”

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      Silence greeted her, and she bit her lip, gazing out into the darkness. There, against the edge of night a couple clung to each other. Kissing.  Touching. Abby was pretty sure it was Tucker’s younger sister, Grace, and she may have been a pervert for watching the two of them, but she couldn’t drag her eyes away.

      Had she ever been that passionate?

      Her thoughts drifted to the kiss she’d shared with Tucker, and heat immediately flushed her cheeks. God, she wanted that.  So badly.

      “Abby?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re in love with him.”

      “Yeah.”

      A pause.

      “Do you think that…” Abby could visualize her roommate twirling a small tuft of blond hair and biting her lip as she cuddled in the alcove that looked down onto the busy street below.  “Do you think he feels the same way?”

      “No.”  Abby shook her head.  “I mean…”  She thought of the touch of his fingers.  The heat in his eyes and the way they’d followed her relentlessly for the past few hours.  She thought of the laughs they had together and of the quiet moments over the past year. The ones that had been filled truth and confession.  The ones that had been Tucker sharing his pain.

      She thought of Cooper and what he’d said to her.

      “Maybe there’s something more than the fact that he wants sex,” she finally whispered.  “But how will I know unless…”

      “Unless you see where this goes,” Lisa finished.

      “Yes.”

      “Sweetie, the only thing I can tell you for sure is that no broken heart ever happened from lack of trying.”

      Abby screwed up her nose.  “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means that he might break your heart…but it also means that you might be the one to fix his.”

      Abby let that sink in.

      “The question is,” Lisa continued.  “Do you want to take the chance?  Is Tucker Simon worth the pain he might bring into your life?”

      Abby’s eyes drifted toward the young couple still locked in a passionate embrace.

      “Yes,” she breathed into the phone.

      “Then go for it,” Lisa said softly.  “And know that I’m here, whatever happens.”

      “I love you, Lisa.”

      “Of course you do.”

      Abby smiled.

      “And Abigail?”

      “Huh?”

      “I hope he’s everything you deserve and…”

      “Yes?”  Abby’s mouth curved into a smile.

      “I want details. I haven’t had sex in freaking ages with anything other than my vibrator.  I need something to look forward to.”

      “Okay.” A figure appeared in the doorway.  Tucker.  “I have to go.”

      She slipped her cell back into her bag and took a deep breath before walking toward him. She paused a few inches from Tucker, taking in the unbuttoned dress shirt and tie that was askew. Her gaze lingered on the thick mess of hair, then the wide shoulders and casual stance.

      But there was nothing casual about the look in his eyes when they finally connected.  A jolt of heat shot through her, settling low in her belly—an ache that throbbed.

      “Hey,” he said softly.  Dangerously.

      God, the man could put more meaning into one word than anyone else she knew.

      “Hey, yourself.”

      An old Maroon 5 song was playing, the sounds drifting clearly from the open patio doors. It was a slow song.  A sensual song.  A song of heartbreak, need and seduction.

      “I want to dance with you,” Tucker said.

      He reached forward and enfolded her in his arms, moving her back toward the shadows where they could still hear the music.

      It was surreal.  Moving with him there.  Having him hold her so close that she could feel every single breath he took, and hear every single heartbeat.

      He was warm and her fingers traced the hard contours of his chest, before she rested her cheek against him, closed her eyes, and let him move them both.  There were no words.  There was nothing but the music and their bodies.  Nothing but the electricity that held them together, the fragrant desire in the air, and the need to get so close to him it ached.

      She will be loved.

      The song encircled her.  The lyrics haunted her.  And the man who held her had claimed her without even trying.

      Abby wasn’t sure how long they moved slowly out there in the darkness, but when Tucker finally pulled away and she glanced up at him, she knew he felt exactly the same.  His breaths fell in short, rough spurts and he ran his hands through his hair, rolling his shoulders—though his eyes never left hers.

      Her mouth went dry at the look on his face, and she had no idea how she even remained standing.

      Several long seconds passed, and then he reached for her, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear.  His warm hand lingered there, sending another lightning bolt straight down her body.  She was hot and cold—a bundle of nerves.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Tucker said.

      Still afraid to speak because she was pretty damn sure her vocal cords weren’t working, Abby managed a nod.

      Tucker grabbed her hand and there was no turning back.
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      The gods must have been smiling on Tucker, because he managed to get Abby out to the parking lot without running into his mother, Aunt Virginia, Beau, Cooper, or Betty Jo, for that matter.  He wasn’t sure what he would have done if he’d run into any of them, but he had a good idea it wouldn’t be pretty.

      He was that far gone.

      He’d nodded to one of the waiting drivers, and he and Abby had been on their way before anyone even knew they were missing from the reception.

      Now they were back in their hotel room.

      Now he had her alone and… Jesus, the things he wanted to do to her. It took every ounce of self-control that he had not to push her up against the wall and bury himself inside her. He couldn’t remember ever feeling this rabid…like he was an animal losing control.

      This overwhelming need to connect with Abby had snuck up on him, but now that it had him basically by the balls, he needed to keep his shit together. He had to proceed with caution.  This was Abby.  He couldn’t screw this up.

      Tucker tore off his tie and tossed it onto the sofa in the seating area.  “Drink?” he asked casually, though inside a war raged.  If she licked her bottom lip one more time he was going to go all caveman and carry her over to the bed. Or—he glanced at the wall to his right—he’d have her naked in less than five seconds.

      “No,” she replied quickly. There went that bottom lip again.

      “Can I get you anything?”

      “No.”  Abby shook her head, those brown eyes glistening in the low light.  Slowly she walked toward him, moving gracefully like a cat until she stopped a few inches away.

      Suddenly on alert, Tucker couldn’t take his eyes off of her.  Something had just changed, and he wasn’t even sure what it was, but this Abby was fierce. Sexy as hell.

      And not to be messed with.

      “I don’t want a drink.  I don’t want to eat.  I don’t want to make small talk or anything else for that matter.”  She took a moment and he broke out in a cold sweat.

      “I want you.”  It was a whisper, but man, it hit him hard and he clenched his hands into fists.

      God he wanted her so much that it hurt, but something twisted inside him.  Guilt?  Fear?  Hell, he didn’t know what it was.  The only thing he did know was that this girl meant a lot to him.  And it wasn’t as if the women he’d been with had meant nothing. He wasn’t that guy…that guy who didn’t give a shit.  But those women were never going to figure into his life permanently, and they’d known that.

      Sure they might have hoped, but he’d been upfront. He’d been honest.  He’d given and taken and it had been returned in kind.

      But this here, this night that was going to happen, it meant a lot more than just sex, and that was new territory for him. Abby wasn’t only a beautiful, smart, funny lady—she was his friend.  He didn’t want to hurt her, because there were boundaries…boundaries he couldn’t cross.

      Not yet. Maybe never.

      “Abby.”  He threaded his hand into that shiny, gorgeous hair and bent close.  He needed to make sure that she knew what the score was. “Are you sure that this is what you want?  You and me? Doing…”

      “Sex?”

      Was that a smile?

      He was already hot.  Already horny as hell. Already so close to the edge and that small hint of a smile was gonna send him over.

      “Tucker,” she breathed.  “I want this.”

      His control was slipping. Christ, was it slipping.  But he wouldn’t be the guy he was if he didn’t at least try once more to make her see.  If he didn’t try to make Abby understand.

      “But, this…whatever this is between us…I’ve told you things, Abby.  Hell, you know more about what’s going on in my head these days than my brothers do.  I’m no good for someone like you and I…”

      Dammit. Was he even making sense?

      “You’re the kind of woman who… you deserve a lot and…”

      Shit, he was screwing this up.  He released her and stepped back not even sure what the hell he was trying to say.

      “Will you stop talking, Tucker?” she said, reaching behind her neck.

      “I just,” he continued, running his fingers through his already mussed up hair, though now his eyes were riveted to the creamy skin on display as Abby slowly slid her dress down her body, over her hips until it was a mess of fabric at her feet.

      “You’re not like the other women I’ve been with.”  Jesus, she was standing in front of him in black panties and a matching bra.  And holy hell, was that a tattoo peeking out the top of her skimpy undies?

      His mouth was dry. He was pretty much done.

      “I know,” she whispered taking a step toward him.  She was so close now that her subtle, clean, fresh scent wafted up his nose and that set off a whole bunch of shit inside him.

      Her hands were between her breasts. Breasts that looked like they were a little more than a handful.  Breasts that were soft-looking, so utterly feminine.  They were fucking perfect.

      She toyed with the clasp and he heard her breathing change.  “Stop being a choirboy, Tucker.  It doesn’t suit you.”

      God, she was undoing her bra, and he was standing in front of her like an idiot.  He probably had drool running from his mouth.

      Tucker had maybe one second where he could have stepped back and put the brakes on.  One second to just make sure he wasn’t getting in too deep with a woman he’d only end up hurting.   A woman he cared about.

      But then the bra was on the floor, and she whispered, “touch me.”

      Just like that, any resolve in him melted away.  Touch her?  Wicked thoughts filled his head. Wicked. Decadent. X-rated, porn star thoughts.

      Tucker leaned forward, breath hot as it slid across her skin.  He inhaled her scent, there beneath her ear, and smiled when he felt her shudder.

      “I’m going to do a lot more than touch you, Abby.”

      Was that a groan?

      “I’m going to kiss.”  He swiped his mouth across her ear lobe.  “And lick.” Then slid his tongue down her neck.

      That was definitely a groan.

      “And suck.”  She wavered on her feet and he clasped her shoulders, holding her in place as he bent even lower and took one of her nipples into his mouth.  Gently he suckled, his cock hardening even more when she moaned.  He gave one more tug, rolling his tongue across the tip before leaning back so he could see her.

      His breaths were ragged, and he was pretty damn sure that he sounded rough.

      “Open your eyes.”

      Slowly her lashes lifted, and those amazing eyes stared up at him from beneath heavy lids. Her chest rose and fell rapidly, and it was all he could do to keep his hands from palming them. He was hot, and it felt as if his skin didn’t fit.

      He let the moment stretch thin until he knew she was ready to crack, and then he grabbed her chin so that there was no way she could look away.

      “I’m so close already, Abby.  So fucking close.”

      If she was shocked at his language, it didn’t show.  Her lids were now half-closed and that delectable tongue rested against her bottom lip.

      “Push your panties down your legs.”

      His hands were on his belt buckle and then his zipper.

      She stared up at him not really sure what was going on.

      “Now Abby.”

      There was a tone in his voice that hit, and she slid her panties down over her hips, stepping out of them as the moonlight from outside washed over her pale skin.

      Holy. Hell.

      Hot tattoo.  There, low on her hip.

      Lots of smooth, toned skin.

      Lots of smooth, toned, and bare skin.

      His zipper was down and his aching cock free when he reached for her.  The wildness inside him must have shown, because something flared in her gaze. Something primitive. Primal.

      Something that he needed and he needed it right now.

      “I’m going to apologize,” he said as he pushed her up against the wall. One hand gripped her hair, the other on her hip.  His dick was there, already nestled against her hot, moist center.

      “Because this is going to be fast.”

      And then he was inside her.

      She whimpered, or moaned.  Hell he didn’t know.  He was losing it.

      He stared down into her eyes, as his hand gripped her hip and with one more thrust he was buried inside her, as far as he could go.

      “Tucker,” she breathed, her head rolling back, slightly.

      “I’m going to fuck you right now, Abby.” He began to move, but there was no slow build up or long, sensual strokes.  There was skin on skin.  Hot, moist heat that surrounded him.

      And Abigail Mathews.

      “I’m going to fuck you hard and fast.”

      She caught his rhythm.  She met him thrust for thrust.  And she made the most incredible noises.  Sounds that heightened the frenzy inside him.  Sounds that brought out the inner caveman in him.  Shit, if he wasn’t careful, he’d hurt her.

      He tugged at her mouth, increasing the speed of his thrusts.  He could already feel things tightening.  He could already feel her tightening and he knew that they were both close.

      “But this is just fucking, Abby,” he whispered hoarsely. “We’ve got the whole night to do it right. Because next time we’ll make love.”

      He was so close.

      “And I plan on making the next time last.”

      She banged her head against the wall, her hands suddenly in his hair.  “This whole night has been foreplay, Tucker. Amazing, hot foreplay. But with you, I’ll take a marathon over a sprint any day.”

      Then her mouth was on his and seconds later he lost it.  There against the wall, the two of them shattered together.  He held her body, felt her orgasm as she came. Breathed in the scent of their sex.

      And held her tenderly as they both slid to the floor.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “You and Tucker disappeared last night.”

      Abby glanced up as Betty Jo joined her at the table.  It was late Sunday morning and brunch was being served.

      Abby shook her head and cleared her throat.  She opened her mouth to say…something…but the knowing look in Betty’s eyes pretty much said everything.

      She blew out a hot breath and played with the napkin in front of her, eyes lowered, mind racing.

      “Does everyone know?” Abby asked softly.

      “Does everyone know what?”

      Abby’s head shot up.  Betty Jo wasn’t going to make this easy, but the smile on the woman’s face told Abby everything.

      “Shit,” Abby muttered.

      Betty Jo shrugged and took a sip of champagne. “Not much you could do to hide it. Grace saw the two of you sucking face outside and then you were gone so…”

      Abby glanced around the room until she found Tucker chatting with his brother Beau by the buffet table.  He held two plates in his hands, though she wasn’t sure she could eat.

      Her heart accelerated.  Her cheeks were probably the same color as the strawberries next to the champagne, but she couldn’t tear her gaze away from his handsome profile, broad shoulders and tall frame.  Her eyes dropped to his long fingers as they gripped the plate. Long, talented fingers.

      God, the things he’d done to her.  The things she’d done to him.

      The night before had been like a dream.  A crazy, sexy, hot dream.  She was sore in places that still tingled.  Sore in places he’d explored thoroughly with fingers and tongue.  Over and over.

      He’d been right. After that first explosive encounter up against the wall, he’d picked her up and taken her to the bed where he finally got naked. The next time had been a slow, heady, sensual and thorough loving.  They’d rested. Laughed.  Talked about nothing and then made love again.

      They didn’t leave the bed until an hour ago and Tucker had had her in the shower. Never in her life had Abby connected with a man the way she’d done with Tucker.  It had been everything she’d fantasized about and so much more.

      They hadn’t used a condom, which was probably stupid, though any concern about pregnancy had been averted. Abby was on the pill. She believed him when he said that sexually he was clean. In fact, Tucker had told her he hadn’t had sex without a condom in years and apologized for not thinking of it.

      “Oh God,” she whispered.  She’d never lost control like that and if she could, she’d have him again.  Right here.  Right now.

      Well, that is if Aunt Virginia wasn’t staring at her with a look in her eye that echoed what she saw in Betty’s.  And you know, if they weren’t in the middle of the hotel restaurant.

      Tucker jerked his head suddenly, as if he knew she was looking at him and she couldn’t help herself.  Abby smiled, a slow, hesitant smile and when he returned it, she nearly melted in her seat.

      God, her panties were on fire again. Just from one look.

      “You’re in love with him.”

      That got her attention.  She dragged her gaze back to Betty Jo.

      “What?”

      Betty Jo shrugged but said no more and Abby’s heart sank.  “Am I that pathetic?  That obvious?”

      “No,” Betty Jo replied. “I guess I’m just more in tune with your emotions, because you look at Tucker the way I look at Beau.”

      Abby’s shoulders relaxed a little.  “And what way is that?”

      Betty Jo popped another strawberry into her mouth before she turned to look at her boyfriend.  The two brothers, were deep in conversation.

      “Sometimes you look at Tucker like you can’t live without him.  Like the thought of living without him hurts.”  Betty paused, her expression unreadable.

      “Like I need him to breathe,” Abby replied without thinking.

      Betty nodded.  “Sometimes you look scared, and I get that.  I feel that way, too.  It’s all still so new and hot and consuming.  So overwhelming that I feel like I’m losing myself. But it’s Beau, so that’s okay.  I want to be lost with him.”

      Abby groaned. “What the hell am I going to do?”

      Betty Jo swung her gaze back to Abby.  “The only thing that you can do.”

      Abby’s eyes widened.  “What’s that exactly?”

      “Love him.  Be there for him.”

      As if it were that simple.  Betty Jo had obviously missed the memo.  The one that said Tucker Simon wasn’t looking for something permanent with anyone.

      “He’s not ready for that. He’s still not over what happened to his wife.  I think that a part of him still thinks she’s coming back.”

      “Maybe he’s not ready.” Betty shrugged. “But he sure as hell needs it.  To be loved.  To matter to someone. To allow himself to be in the position of having someone matter to him again. The question is are you willing to take the chance and give him your heart? Or the bigger question.  Are you willing to take the chance when you don’t know if he could love you back the way that you love him?”

      Abby felt tears sting the corners of her eyes, and she blew out another hot breath.  Her chest was tight.  It was so damn tight it was hard for her to breathe.

      She wanted all of that.  So much that it hurt to think of what would happen to her if Tucker didn’t find his way. If he kept on hoping that a wife who had disappeared over the ocean three years ago would return to him.

      She thought of what her roommate Lisa had said the night before. “It means that he might break your heart…but it also means that you might be the one to fix his.”

      “I don’t know if I…If I’m strong enough. If I can…” She shrugged helplessly.

      Betty Jo leaned across the table and squeezed her hand.  “If my best friend, Matt, was here, he’d tell you to go for it.  He’d tell you that life isn’t always fair and that a lot of shitty things happen to good people. Things that hurt.  Things that break.”

      Betty’s brow furled, and she looked fierce. “He would tell you that, sure, you might go all in with Tucker, and he won’t even meet you half way. He’ll break your heart.”  She paused and seemed to be trying to get hold of her emotions.  “Matt would say that being hurt is part of loving and that sometimes, even when all that’s left is hurt…even then, it means that you’ve lived.  And living is better than just existing.  I should know.  I did that for longer then I care to remember.”

      The tears that had threatened slowly fell from Abby’s eyes.

      She sniffled as Betty let go of her hand and then reached for the napkin.  After dabbing her eyes, she managed a half smile.

      “That is the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      Betty Jo nodded.  “I know.  I find the truth usually is.”

      “Your friend Matt sounds as if he’s got his shit together.”

      “No.”  Betty looked sad. “Not at all. He’s actually the most fucked up person I know.  But even he still has hope.”

      Abby thought about it for a moment.  “But what if I’m not strong enough?  What if Tucker not loving me back is just too much?  What then?”

      “I’m sorry, sweetie.  That’s something you’re going to have to figure out on your own. But if this helps, I can tell you with all certainty that Tucker Simon has very strong feelings for you. I think that he’s already in love with you.  He just doesn’t know it yet.”

      Shocked, Abby slumped in her seat, half dazed and way too full of emotional stuff to do anything but stare at the bowl of strawberries in front of her.

      “Good morning, Abby.  You look a little pale.  Are you all right?”

      Abby took a moment, and when she thought there was at least an illusion that she looked like a capable woman who had her shit together, she smiled up at Eden Simon.  Tucker’s mother returned the smile, a gentle look in her eyes as she reached over and grabbed a strawberry.

      “Lovely brunch, don’t you think?”

      Abby nodded, still not trusting her voice.

      “The reception was wonderful as well,” Eden continued.

      Betty snorted softly, but Abby managed to form a coherent sentence.  “Yes, it was beautiful.  The bride was so happy and the music was…”  She thought of the slow dance she’d shared with Tucker on the patio and tried like hell not to blush. “The music was really good.”

      “Yes,” Eden said, grabbing another strawberry. “It was. Though you and Tucker left early, didn’t you?”

      There was a teasing note in her voice, but it did nothing to quiet the nerves going crazy inside of Abby.

      Abby looked at Betty Jo helplessly, but the woman’s eyes were fixed to the right.

      “Oh,” Eden murmured as the woman followed Betty Jo’s gaze.

      Abby glanced toward Tucker and his brother, and spied an older couple. There were hellos and Tucker set down his plates.  He shook the man’s hand, said a few words and then the woman hugged him fiercely. Beau glanced their way, and Abby could tell by the look on his face that something was up.

      Tucker’s father walked over to his sons and more greetings went around.  A few seconds later, the entire group made their way back to the table.

      Abby shot another look at Betty Jo but she shrugged slightly as if she had no idea who the couple was.

      Eden smiled warmly.  “Kate.  Jason.  We didn’t know you were at the hotel.  We would have…” Her eyes moved over Abby and then back—it was a quick glance really, nondescript, and yet it made Abby uncomfortable. Something was happening, but she had no idea what it was.

      “We would have loved to have seen you.  Dinner or something,” Eden continued.

      “That would have been nice. We had no idea you were here, either. I’m in town for a medical convention,” the man said.  “We ran into your daughter, Grace, in the lobby just now so we had to say hello. It’s been too long, but unfortunately we’re heading home.”

      “Ah,” Eden cleared her throat and Abby picked up on a nervous thread, like an electric pulse that touched all of them.

      Tucker still hadn’t looked at Abby, though he’d set a plate in front of her, and she didn’t have to look up at the woman to know her eyes were settled on Abby.  They’d found her from across the room and were stuck to Abby like glue.

      She didn’t seem unkind, just puzzled, as if trying to work something out.

      “And who’s this?”  The woman named Kate asked, her eyes still on Abby.

      There was an uncomfortable silence and then Tucker spoke in a rush.  “This is my friend, Abby Mathews.  We had a family wedding and she was nice enough to brave my crazy family and keep me company.”

      Abby’s stomach tumbled, and she gripped the glass in front of her as if it was a lifeline.  Uncomfortable didn’t come close to describing the charged atmosphere, and Tucker was behaving as if…

      As if last night hadn’t happened.

      Noah Simon looked as if he didn’t know what to do or say, and Tucker’s face was hard.  It was hard and closed off.  She’d never seen him like this.

      “Well that was certainly nice of you. Hello, Abby. I don’t think we’ve met before,” the woman said pleasantly, though her eyes were strangely blank. There was no menace there, but Abby got the feeling that the woman wasn’t a fan. “I’m Marley’s mother.”

      Abby felt as if her face was glass, and if she did or said the wrong thing, it would shatter.

      “We’re Tucker’s in-laws.”
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      The ride to the airport was quiet, and so was the flight itself.  In fact the entire trip home was made up of small talk that didn’t matter, and a whole bunch of silence to fill in the cracks.

      Jesus.

      Kate and Jason.  He hadn’t seen that coming.  Tucker frowned as he grabbed his bag and hitched it over his shoulder, and then scooped up Abby’s from the carousel.  He’d called ahead, and there was a cab waiting for them.

      “Car should be here,” he offered, not knowing how to fix the strain between them.

      Abby attempted a smile and nodded, turning toward the exit.

      He felt like an absolute shit.

      “Abby.” Dammit, he knew things were wrong.  They were wrong and sideways and totally fucked up. How had he gone from having such an amazing night with Abby to this in less than twelve hours?

      He followed her outside and spotted their cab driver.  It was the guy who’d dropped them off only a few days earlier.

      Once their stuff was stowed, he slipped into the back seat.

      “Abby,” he tried again.  “Can we talk about this?”

      “Not now, Tucker.  Please can we just….” She sighed and looked out the window so all he saw was her profile.  “Can we just…not?”

      Tucker unclenched his hands and sat in silence, watching the lights stream past as the cab sped through the early evening.  Fall had taken hold of New York City and it was brisk out.  The wind picked up and leaves flew chaotically in the air.  Soon they would be gone and winter would transform the colorful palette into something stark and cold and beautiful.

      Sunday traffic was light and the ride didn’t seem to take forever as could be the case in the city.  Abby was out of the cab almost before it pulled up in front of her building, and Tucker jumped out.  He wasn’t leaving things like this.

      He wasn’t leaving. Period.

      “Tucker.  What are you…?”

      She watched as he grabbed his bag from the trunk and paid the driver. Shaking her head, Abby took a step back.  He knew that he’d hurt her—not intentionally, but he’d hurt her nonetheless. And he knew that she was confused by the way he’d reacted at brunch and the way he’d handled the entire situation. Hell, he didn’t know if he could explain, but he had to at least try. This here, with her, meant something.

      Abby Mathews wanted to retreat, but dammit, he wasn’t going to let her.

      “We’re not done,” he said, nodding to the driver.

      The cabbie took off, the exhaust a plume of hot smoke in the cold air. Abby turned toward him, and his gut rolled over.  Were those tears in her eyes?

      “I think this was a mistake.”

      Shit.

      “All of it,” she continued.  “The wedding. Us.  Last night. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      He moved an inch or two so that he could touch her and was grateful when she didn’t turn from him. He slid his hand behind her neck and felt the warmth.  The weight of her hair traveled across the back of his forearm, and he inhaled that subtle fresh scent that was all Abby.

      “You’re wrong,” he replied quietly.

      “How can you say that?” she said, trying to jerk away from him. “This morning you acted as if…as if last night never happened.  As if I was nothing more than a plus one. And I don’t want to sound like a cliché or anything, but Tucker, I am the cliché.  I’m the girl you took away for a weekend and screwed.”  She made a weird noise and muttered. “I knew this would happen.  What the hell is wrong with me?”

      He let her go and swore.  He was frustrated.  More than a little pissed off.  And confused as hell.  Running his hand across the back of his neck, he decided that the only way he was going to make things right was to be as honest as he could.  He had to at least try and figure out how to put into words the stuff that was inside him.

      “I’m sorry, Abby. I didn’t mean to make you feel that way. I didn’t know Kate and Jason were there. I had no idea, and seeing them…Christ, seeing them threw me for a loop.  They weren’t just my in-laws, Abigail. We were close, you know? They were family. And after Marley…after she disappeared…”

      He closed his eyes, chest tight as images and emotions and even smells from back then caught him hard. It had been such a dark and chaotic time.  The press had been in a frenzy.  There were so many unanswered question.  So much hope and despair and then….

      “For those first few weeks, Jason and Kate kept me sane.  They came to Florida and stayed with me while my parents handled the press, the police, the search and rescue. Marley’s parents kept me alive, and I probably did the same for them.”

      He exhaled, ran his hands over the stubble on his chin and looked across the street. A rough-looking tabby slinked down the sidewalk, tail twitching erratically, head swivelling back and forth.  Tucker followed its progress for a few moments. Sometimes he felt like that cat.  Always looking. Always searching for something. At one time, it was all about Marley, but now…

      Now he wasn’t exactly sure what he was looking for.

      “I haven’t seen them since last Thanksgiving.  I didn’t even realize it had been that long until Kate mentioned it.  I just kind of fell away from them.”  Hell, he’d fallen away from everybody. The only constant in his life over the past year was standing right in front of him.  That had to mean something.

      “Things are weird enough without me throwing you in their face.  Jesus, Abby.  They still think Marley is coming back.”  His voice faltered a bit.  “They think that she’s out there.  Somewhere. Trying to get back to us.”

      “Do you?”  The words were soft, and he barely heard them.  “Do you think she’s coming back?”

      Slowly, he turned back to her.  For several long moments, the two of them stared at each other without speaking.

      “No,” he said finally, and Tucker couldn’t lie. It hurt like hell to say it.  “I don’t think Marley is coming back, and I haven’t thought that for a very long time.”

      Abby shivered from the cold, her dark eyes huge as she stared up at him.

      “So what are we doing then?  You and me?  I don’t want to be just the cliché, Tucker. I don’t want to be that girl who doesn’t mean more than a scratch for an itch when it needs scratching.” She blew out a breath. “We’re more than that and even though I’m not sure what exactly we have, I sure as hell thought that I was more than just a…a…a roll in the hay. A cheap screw to get you through.”

      Shit. How could he make her understand?

      He reached for her again and was grateful that she let him pull her in close.  Wrapping his arms around her, Tucker closed his eyes and just enjoyed the feel of her. The smell of her.  The fact that this woman was here with him, even if they were in the middle of the sidewalk attracting more than their fair share of attention.

      “Abby, you gotta know that you’re so much more than that.” He rested his chin on top of her head. “You’re my best friend.”

      He said the words and was more than a little startled at the punch of emotion that hit him in the gut.  And the ever-expanding ball of confusion.  He needed to be brutally honest with the both of them.

      Gently he pulled away, only a few inches, but he needed to see her, and she needed to know the absolute truth.

      “We decided the other night to see where this goes, but the other night we were both buzzing with a hell of a lot of sexual need.  And I think we both know that sex can screw things up.  It clouds judgment and sometimes makes things that are small seem so much more than they really are.”

      He waited a few seconds, trying to gather his scattered thoughts.

      “But last night wasn’t small. Last night was incredible and I can’t lie.  I want you again.  Christ, I want you right now, but…”

      “But,” she whispered, leaning into his palm, those big eyes staring up at him as if she could see into his soul.

      “You said you wanted to see where this leads. That you were willing to take it day by day. Abby I want that.  I do.  But you gotta understand that when Marley left, she took a piece of me with her. I don’t think I’ll ever get it back.  There’s a part of me that’s just not…right.  You have to know that it’s not you. It’s me.  I’m the one who’s screwed up, and I don’t want you to…”

      He looked at her helplessly. Was he even making sense?

      “You don’t want me to fall in love with you.”

      A car honked. Someone yelled at them to “get a room.”  They ignored all of it.

      “I’m afraid if we keep on doing whatever the hell it is that we’re doing, you’re going to get hurt.”  There it was.  It was all he had. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      The way Tucker saw it, he would never love another woman. It was something that he wouldn’t allow.  He’d barely survived Marley, and he was damn sure that he wouldn’t survive another dance with that devil.  Love wasn’t in the cards for him, and he’d come to terms with that.

      But he was sick of drifting.  Sick of searching.

      He was sick of being that damn tabby cat.  So where exactly did that leave him?  Did he end things before they began with Abby?  Did he go back to the nameless, faceless sex that didn’t matter?  Did he go back to the Sonya Devonishes of the world? Or did he walk the road alone?

      He exhaled roughly.  “You know what? Maybe this isn’t such a good idea.”

      “Okay,” she said softly.

      “What was that?”  His thoughts scattered as he focused on Abby.

      “I promise that I won’t fall in love with you.”

      A pause.  This was unfamiliar territory, and he wasn’t exactly sure how to proceed.

      “Abby,” he said, more than a little hesitant. Should he be happy to hear those words?  Because it wasn’t happy coursing through him. He wasn’t exactly sure what it was.

      “Look, Tucker.  I like you. You like me. We’re friends.  More importantly, we’re really, really good friends.  Right?”

      He nodded.

      “Really good friends who just happened to share a mind-blowing night together.”

      That got a smile out of him.  “Mind-blowing?”

      Abby tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She didn’t return his smile, though her eyes darkened. “It was the best sex I’ve ever had.”

      “It was pretty damn hot.”  Hell, he’d rate it right up there himself.

      “I want more of that mind-blowing sex.”

      Surprised, he looked down at her. He wasn’t used to this frank side of Abby Mathews.  “The mind-blowing sex is good.”

      “And you don’t need to worry about me getting all territorial. I just got out of a relationship.”

      Tucker wouldn’t exactly call what she’d had with the dumbass musician a relationship, but he wasn’t going to argue with her.

      “I don’t want to be treated as if I don’t matter, Tucker.  Friends don’t do that to friends.”

      “Okay. I get that. So what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that I still want to take this day by day, but only if we have some guidelines to follow. Because I think we both agree that our friendship means a lot and I don’t want to jeopardize it.”

      “Agreed.”

      “I have a few rules.”  There was the lightness that had been missing in her voice.

      “You do,” he replied, letting that lightness wash over him.

      “Yep.”

      Okay, he thought, things were going to be okay.  Relieved, he smiled.

      “Let’s hear them, Miss Mathews.”

      “Even though this is pretty much a friends-with-benefits thing, I don’t ever want to hear you say those words.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Friends with benefits.”

      “Tucker.” Her finger was on his mouth. “Never. Again.”

      “Got it.”

      She pressed into him, her arms snaking up behind his neck.  “And it’s exclusive.  No more yoga instructors or Sonya Devonishes or those freaking groupies that chase after your sports guys. If we’re going to be hanging out, then it’s just us.”

      “Check.”

      “And we’ll have to come up with something to explain all of this to my brothers. Especially Mick.  I have a feeling he’s going to have a problem with our new relationship.  I don’t want to hide, but he can’t know the truth because he’ll never let me hear the end of it.”

      Okay, Mick, might be a problem, but Tucker was confident he could handle him.  Maybe.

      “Which brings me to the most important thing. I don’t want to hide or sneak around. That’s just not my thing.  If you walk into The Black Dog and I want to kiss you, then I’m going to kiss you.”

      “Got it.  Exclusive.  No sneaking around and public kissing allowed.”  He flashed a smile.  This could really work.  He’d finally have someone he cared about in his life, and his baggage wasn’t an issue.  His inability to commit to anything serious wasn’t going to bite him in the ass.

      “Are you sure about this?” He had to ask one last time, because he was a good guy. And because this was Abby.

      “Yes, Mr. Simon.  I’m sure.”  She took a step back. “Our arrangement suits me as long as…”

      “As long as?”

      She bit her bottom lip in that way that would drive any man crazy. Lord, the woman had an amazing mouth.

      “Our friendship means a lot to both of us so if either one of us thinks it won’t survive whatever this is that we’re doing, we need to call it quits.  Friendship above all else, all right?”

      “Deal,” he murmured.

      Abby jerked her head toward the walkup.  “Now are you coming up or what?”

      Startled, Tucker glanced toward her building. He just assumed he’d be at his own apartment tonight.  Alone.

      “My roommate Lisa is upstate visiting her parents and won’t be home until tomorrow night.”  She shrugged. “I have the place to myself.”

      She didn’t have to ask twice. Tucker grabbed her hand, and the two of them took the stairs as if they were racing to a fire.

      “One more thing,” Abby said after they entered the building.

      “What’s that?” He was distracted.  Already picturing her naked.  Above him. In front of him. Underneath him.

      “Marathon or sprint?”

      Holy. Hell.  An image of her flashed in his brain.  Abby up against the wall, hair all over the place, warm and wet and so fucking hot that it hurt.

      They were at her door.

      “Both,” he growled.

      Abby unlocked it and then they were inside her loft. She shrugged out of her jacket and reached for the bottom of her T-shirt.  It was on the floor before he had time to toss his leather coat.

      “Good answer,” she said with a growl.

      His jacket joined her clothes and they got naked in record time.
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      The sun was just peeking through her bedroom window when Abby woke up.  She stretched and took a moment as things slowly came into focus.  Like the jeans on the floor beside the bed.  Her bra tossed onto the chair in the corner.

      Tucker’s boot near the bathroom door.

      She frowned.  Where the hell was the other one?  And smiled.  Oh.  Yes.

      And then kept smiling as she turned onto her side so that she could have a look at the man she never dreamed would be in her bed.

      Tucker Simon was sprawled on his back, arms spread above his head, covers tangled and bunched up low on his torso. With his thick hair low across his forehead, dark stubble on his jaw and long lashes a girl would kill for—he looked hot and adorable and so damn sexy.

      He was all kinds of masculine with his defined abs, broad shoulders, and square jaw. But the generous mouth and well, those long lashes softened him.

      Carefully, she inched forward until she was snuggled against Tucker, her finger absently moving across his chest.  She heard his slow and steady heartbeat, watched his chest rise and fall and she couldn’t help but think that it was the most wonderful sound in the world.

      Memories of the night before washed over her and she bit her lip, cheeks burning.  She’d been insatiable and he’d been, well, incredible, and even that didn’t come close to describing the night.

      “Shit,” she whispered, raising her head so that she could see him again.  “What have I gotten myself into?”

      Would she survive Tucker Simon?  Did a question like that even matter at this point?  She was already all in, and well, there was no turning back now.

      She spotted a freckle near his eyebrow and frowned, moving a little bit closer. Hmm. She’d never noticed it before.

      “Hey,” he murmured suddenly, and she froze. Before she could blink, Tucker’s arm snaked around her, and then she was on top of him, staring down into a wicked smile.

      “Hey yourself,” she murmured, finger moving to the freckle she’d spied.

      “God, you feel good first thing in the morning.” His voice was rough, still full of sleep.

      “Flattery will get you everywhere, my friend.”

      He grinned and Abby’s heart turned over.

      “What time is it?” Tucker asked.

      “Early.  Not even seven yet.”  She frowned. “You probably have to head to the office?”

      Tucker’s hands were on the move.  “Yep.  Got a meeting with a few high-profile sponsors interested in Kendrick. What do you have planned?”

      It was weird.  Small talk.  Normal talk. Pillow talk.

      “Nothing exciting.  Laundry.”

      “Laundry, huh?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What do you do other than the bar?” Tucker asked suddenly, hands firmly attached to her butt. “I don’t think I’ve ever asked you that before.”  He looked puzzled.  “I know you’re not at The Black Dog full time.  You went to college, right?”

      “Yes, for three years and then I interned at a publishing house downtown for six months.”

      “Publishing.  Impressive.”

      “Not really,” she answered, breath catching when his hands began to massage in slow, sensual circles. “I like eating, so when my parents decided to scale back at the bar I picked up more hours and between my salary and tips I do all right.  In my spare time, I…”

      Damn, but he had magic in his fingers.

      “What?”  Tucker grinned.  “What does the lovely Miss Mathews do in her spare time?”

      “Sketch.” She barely got the word out.  There was too much pleasure going on, and it was hard for her to think straight.

      “Sketching as in drawing things?”

      She nodded and waited for his reaction.  Her ex had thought it was a waste of time.  In his mind, making a living as an illustrator was pretty damn lean.  As if being a musician was akin to winning the lottery.  What an idiot.

      “Interesting,” Tucker said softly, eyes hooded.  “Do you sketch nudes?”

      “No,” she replied, hands splayed across his chest.  “But I could be persuaded.”

      “Huh,” he murmured, nuzzling her neck.  “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      She let him have his way with her, his mouth trailing a line of fire along her jaw and up to her mouth.  He kissed her so sweetly, so thoroughly, that all those places that still ached from the last few days sprang to life.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, voice still rough as he broke off the kiss.  Both of them were breathing heavy at this point and the covers were now bunched at the bottom of her bed, leaving both of them naked.

      “For what?” she asked when she was able to form a coherent thought.

      Good god, but the man could kiss.

      His hands splayed across her butt once more and heat pooled between her legs, there where his erection pressed against her.

      “I’m sorry that I didn’t know that about you.”

      There was a serious look in his eyes, and Abby wasn’t sure what to make of it. “It’s just sketching.  It’s not a big deal.”

      For a few moments, Tucker watched her, though his hands never stopped moving, and when he spoke, there was that hint of rasp in his voice.  The one that drove her crazy.

      “I know that your favorite color is orange.”

      Abby’s eyebrow shot up. “How would you know that?”

      “The bag you always bring to the bar is orange, your watch is orange, the laces in your running shoes are orange and you wear those little orange studs in your ears.”

      “Wow,” Abby said softly, not really knowing what else to say.  Something inside her tightened.  Something fluid and emotional. Something that had no business rearing its head right now.  She pushed it back.

      “I know that even though you’re a classic rock kind of girl, you have a soft spot for country music.”

      “Do not.”

      “Do so,” he shot back, hands now pushing him into her.  “Do you want to know how many times I’ve caught you lost in space thinking about stuff…like maybe sketching me in the nude⁠—“

      “Tucker, I don’t like country music.”

      “Bullshit. Do you know what you do when you’re thinking of”—He edged his cock deeper between her legs—“Hank?”

      “Hank?”

      Tucker grinned and jerked his hips.  “Hank.”

      “Oh,” Abby giggled thinking back to that first embarrassing morning at the hotel.  “Hank.”

      “When you’re concentrating, or lost in thought, you hum that Chicken Fry song.  Every single time. Chicken. Fry.”

      “I don’t…” but her voice trailed off, because she did.  “That doesn’t mean I like country music. It just means that I like that song.”

      “Whatever, Mathews.  I’ll get you to cross over to the dark side.  Just wait and see.”

      “So country music?”

      “Yeah,” he grinned. “They don’t call me cowboy for nothing.”

      “I’ve never heard anyone call you cowboy.”

      “No?”

      She shook her head. “Nope.”

      “We need to fix that.”

      “Do you know what I think?” she said softly, moving her hips in such a way that Tucker growled like an animal, hands clasped to her.

      Abby pushed back so that she was straddling Tucker and opened her legs slightly, loving that his eyes immediately went there.  She was hot and wet and right now, in this moment, she was his. She wanted him to see all of her.

      As her fingers trailed down her breasts, the ache inside her started to throb something fierce.  It spread out like tiny fingers of exquisite pressure, settling low in her belly and deep within the folds of her sex.

      Tucker inhaled sharply when she ground herself against his erection. His eyes went flat, and the pure, loaded look of lust on his face when she rose slightly—when she spread her legs even more—was enough to get her off.

      “What are you thinking?” he said, eyes still on all that soft, open and—because of that visit to the damn spa—totally bare flesh between her legs.

      Her fingers were now on her nipples, tweaking them as she began to rock into him.  “I’m thinking that maybe you’re right.”

      Tucker dragged his eyes back up to her.  “About what?”

      Slowly, she gyrated, loving how his big hands clutched her hips as if he never wanted to let her go.

      “The country thing,” she said softly.

      “I’m not following.”  A sheen of sweat appeared across Tucker’s forehead, and the veins in his neck stood out. He rolled his hips and grinned wickedly when she gasped.

      “Country music.”

      Teeth clenched, Tucker looked up at her as if she was losing her mind. “What about it?”

      Abby stretched her arms above her head raised herself a bit more. “You might be right about my taste in music.”  She licked her bottom lip and grabbed his cock, smiling when he hissed. “But it’s not Chicken Fry that I’m thinking about right now.”

      She guided the tip of his cock, fingers wrapped around the base, not stopping until she felt him.

      “It’s not.” His words sounded strained and boy did Abby know the feeling. She felt as if her body was coming apart and he wasn’t inside her yet.

      “No.”  She slowly sank down onto him and threw her head back, hair falling down her shoulders.

      “Jesus Christ, you feel so damn good,” Tucker murmured.  “So. Fucking good.”

      Abby began to move.  “Right now I’m thinking of that cowboy song.”

      “Cowboy song.” He had no idea what she was talking about. The heat of her wrapped around him was enough to make his eyes cross.

      “Yeah,” Abby stared down at Tucker as she rocked into him.  Slowly his hands moved from her hips until he cupped the underside of her breasts.  Licking her lips, she increased the tempo.  She was so close to the edge that she knew this wouldn’t last long. Already she could feel an orgasm building—tightly coiled and ready for release.

      Bending over slightly, she kissed the corner of his mouth, and cupped his face between her hands.

      “Save a Horse, Ride a Cowboy,” she whispered.

      I’m going to save you, cowboy.  The thought echoed in her mind.  It was there and then it was gone. There were no more words.  There was hot, slick skin.  Passionate sounds of pleasure.  There were two bodies connected.

      There was only Abby and Tucker.

      And as they came together, chests heaving, hearts pounding, legs entwined, Abby thought that maybe things couldn’t be more perfect.  Sure there was stuff to work through.  Things she didn’t want to think about right now.  But when she was here with him, connected on this level, feeling his body and soul melt into hers?

      She thought that maybe, just maybe, she would be the one to save Tucker Simon.
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      The meeting had run way too long as far as Tucker was concerned.  Seriously. He had the deal in the bag for Kendrick, but the marketing reps for the product they’d just signed on to promote sure as hell liked to hear themselves talk.

      It was Wednesday evening, and he hadn’t seen Abby since he’d left her place Monday morning.  That was two days too long.  Forty-eight hours filled with meetings and not much else.  He’d been at the office early and home late, and well, he didn’t want to crowd Abby, so he’d played it cool. Didn’t want to seem too eager, but man he needed to see her sweet face.

      He was in the mood for a cold beer, the best wings in town, and Abby Mathews. Actually, if she wasn’t working, he’d say to hell with the beer and wings, and take Abby home so she could practice that cowboy riding thing again.

      He grinned as he hit the pavement outside his office building.  Yippee-ki-ay. He hailed a cab, and nearly twenty minutes later, stepped inside The Black Dog.

      He spied Mick behind the bar, chatting up a little blond pixie—Abby’s roommate? But the dark hair and brown eyes he wanted to see weren’t there.  The place was packed, the sound system blasting some old Stones song, and as he sidled up to the bar, he frowned.  His stool was taken.

      Shit.

      Mick glanced up then and pointedly looked at his watch.  He shrugged and grabbed a mug from behind him.  After filling it with Tucker’s usual Guinness, he said something to the little blonde and walked toward Tucker.

      There was something in his eyes that rubbed Tucker the wrong way, but he accepted the mug and took a long drink before setting it back down on the bar.  Mick was a big guy—like linebacker big—but as far as Tucker was concerned, Mick could glare at him all he liked. Tucker wasn’t the type to be easily intimidated.

      Growing up a Simon didn’t leave much room for that.

      “You’re late,” Mick said.

      “Had a meeting.”

      “Heard about Kendrick.  Congrats.”

      “Thanks. He’s the real deal. Dream client.”

      “That’s what Abby says.” Mick’s eyes narrowed as he stood back and squared his shoulders.

      Tucker shoved his hands into his front pockets.  “Where is your sister?”

      “Around.” The answer was pointed.  Closed off.  And was underlined with a healthy dose of pissed off.

      Ah, Tucker thought feeling a spark.  It’s on.

      “Is there something you want to say to me, Mick?”

      All around them people moved, the crowd fluid as they approached the bar for drinks or met friends at already crowded tables.  Tucker didn’t give a shit. He would throw down right here if he had to.

      “I got a lot that I want to say to you, pretty boy, but I’m not so sure that this is the time and place.”

      The woman sitting on the stool in front of Tucker twirled around in her seat.  She was an attractive brunette, dressed professionally—lawyer type if Tucker was to guess.  Her blouse was unbuttoned a little too low and the loopy look in her eyes told Tucker she’d been sitting in his spot for a couple hours. The woman was half-lit and on the prowl.

      With an appreciative smile on her face, she looked Tucker up and down.  “Damn, you are pretty.  Buy you a drink?”

      Tucker ignored her and clenched his hands together. He and Mick got along—or at least they had when Tucker obeyed the older brother’s command to stay the hell away from his sister. But even then, there was always something there, some kind of mistrust that Tucker didn’t like.  Mick Mathews didn’t know Tucker, not really, and he sure as hell had no right to stare him down as if he’d done something wrong.

      But what if he had?  A sliver of unease slid through him.

      Just then Abby appeared from nowhere, her ponytail swinging around her neck, her warm eyes shiny when she spied Tucker.  Shoving her brother out of the way, she leaned across the bar.

      “Where the hell have you been?  You’re late, Mr. Simon.”

      The tension in him eased and he smiled. “Sorry.  I’ve been running late ever since I got back from Florida.”

      Abby glanced to her side.  “I see Mick’s already got your beer?”

      Her brother plunked his hands onto the bar beside his sister.  None of them seemed to care that they were in the middle of a bar.  None of them seemed to care that the woman on the stool was still very much interested in their conversation.  As were the two men on the other side.

      The third bartender, Pete, however, shook his head and moved to the other end of the bar.

      “What the hell is going on between the two of you?” Mick growled.

      “Come on, Mick.” Abby swore under her breath and shoved her brother again.  “Will you stop being such an asshole?”

      “I know about your trip to Florida,” Mick replied.

      “How?”  But Abby didn’t have a chance to finish.

      Mick jerked his head, and they all turned to Lisa, who seemed a bit flustered and more than a little embarrassed.

      “Whatever, Mick,” Abby replied, grabbing a rag from underneath the bar.  “It’s none of your business.  It’s not like I’ve ever checked in with you before. What am I? Fifteen?”

      This was not the way Tucker wanted things to be with her brother. He nodded to Mick.  “Why don’t we have a chat?”

      Tucker knew the guy was only looking out for his sister.  He got that.  But he also wasn’t going to put up with the kind of bullshit that Mick Mathews thought he could spread around.

      “A chat?” Abby looked like she was going to explode.  Her eyes moved from Tucker back to her brother.  “Seriously?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Mick replied.  “I’ll be back,” he barked to no one in particular, though the blonde woman raised her glass in cheer.

      “Tucker,” Abby said.  “What the hell?”

      Tucker undid his tie and slipped out of his suit jacket.  He handed them to Abby, though his fingers trailed across her wrists, and he didn’t let her go.

      “You’re lucky your brother gives a shit. And because he does, I have to ease him into the fact that we’re seeing each other.”

      “You guys are being ridiculous.  You know that, right?”  She shot a look toward Mick.  “I would have told him myself, except this is my first shift since I got back from Florida.  I mean, I knew he’d be a little over-protective. Especially with Mom and Dad in Arizona for five months, but still...I don’t know what the big deal is. God, he never said anything about Tony.”

      “Your ex.”

      She nodded.

      “Why would he?  The guy was a knob.”

      Abby tried not to smile, but she took his stuff and carefully folded Tucker’s jacket. “You and Mick are a lot alike, you know?”

      Tucker didn’t answer but turned around and headed for the back room where the dart board and two pool tables were located.  Mick was waiting for him with his arms folded, his tall body leaning against one of the pool tables.  He might look relaxed, save for the intense eyes trained on Tucker—they were anything but.  He looked like he wanted to use something as a punching bag.

      Namely Tucker’s face.

      “What are you doing with my sister?”  The words were controlled, hell, they even sounded conversational. But he wasn’t fooling anyone, and as soon as Mick uttered those words, the two guys playing pool on the adjoining table decided it was a good time to head to the bar and buy another round.

      Tucker wasn’t intimidated.  He dealt with oversized, testosterone laden men all the time.  Hell, take away his suit and tie and he was just as bad-ass as Mick Mathews. It had been a long time since he’d gotten out of hand.  Maybe it was time to let some shit fly. From the looks of it, Mick was itching for it.

      Tucker smiled at the thought, but then pushed it aside.  It really wasn’t the time or place. Besides, he wasn’t a twenty-year-old college kid anymore.  He was a long ways from that.

      “Look, Mick. I get where you’re coming from,” Tucker replied.  “I have a sister, too. But Abby isn’t a kid and neither am I.”

      “You didn’t answer my question. What exactly are you doing with her?”

      “We’re friends.”

      “Friends who go away together.”

      Okay, things were getting delicate, but Tucker didn’t see any other choice but to meet him head-on. “Look.  Abby and I have been friends for a long time now and well, things have changed between us. We’re…” How could he put this?  “Hanging out.”

      “Hanging out.”

      He nodded. “Yep.”

      Mick’s eyes flashed, and he took a step closer. “She’s not the type to just hang out, and you, my friend, are going to hurt her.”

      Tucker rolled his shoulders and unclenched his hands. “I’m not going to hurt her. We’re both adults, Mick, and we know what we’re doing.  I get your concern, I’ve got a sister too. But Abby is also a twenty-six-year-old woman. And in case you haven’t noticed, she can take care of herself.”

      Mick was silent for a few seconds. “She’s different from the women you bring here.”

      “Yes she is.  A lot different.”

      Mick opened his mouth but didn’t get the chance to say anything. Abby strode between the two of them, eyebrows raised.

      “Okay, if you guys are done holding hands, I could use some help out there.  The Black Dog seems to have attracted several New York Rangers and everyone is pretty much going crazy.”

      “Rangers?” Mick asked.

      “Yes,” Abby replied, knocking Tucker with her hip.  “And some guy named Dean is asking for you.”

      “Ah,” Tucker said. “They’ve got the night off, and some of the young pups were looking for a place to hang. I told them where to find the best wings in town.”

      “Thanks,” Abby said softly, a slow smile spreading across her face.  Mick snorted, and Abby’s eyes slid back to her brother. “I’ll see you behind the bar, and we’ll have our own little chat later. Trust me.”

      Tucker watched Abby return to the main room, aware that most of the male heads turned and followed her progress. And why wouldn’t they?  The girl rocked a pair of jeans like nobody’s business.

      He had to work to keep the grin off his face. Work to keep the images of Abby out of his head, the ones where those fine jeans were nowhere in sight.  Giving his head a shake, he turned back to Mick.

      “We good?”

      Mick scowled. “I don’t think you’re any kind of good for my sister.  And I don’t think she’ll come out of whatever the hell it is you guys are doing without getting hurt.” His eyes darkened. “Guys like you think you can have whatever you want.”

      Anger snapped Tucker up good.  “Wait a minute. What the hell do you mean, guys like me?”

      Mick’s eyes were black.  “You’re Tucker-Fucking-Simon.  Women are a dime a dozen to you. When have you not gotten what you’ve wanted?”

      “The day my wife’s plane went missing and she didn’t come home.”

      Silence followed his words and Tucker shoved a hand through his hair, pissed off, but not real sure what he was pissed off about anymore.  The fact that someone like Mick Mathews didn’t think he was good enough for his sister?  Or the fact that Mick Mathews just might be right.

      “You’re damaged goods, Simon. I know it and so do you,” Mick said roughly.  “That little girl in there means a lot to her family. She means a lot to me. And I know that even if your intentions are good, even though she wants you in her life…you’re no good for her, and you’ll hurt her.”

      A muscle worked its way along Tucker’s jaw, but he remained tightlipped.

      “When it happens, I will kick your ass.”

      Tucker’s eyes narrowed as anger hit him in the gut. “You could try.”

      Mick left without another word, and it took a few moments for Tucker to calm down.  With a groan, he rubbed the stubble along his jaw and turned back to the bar.

      Again, he had to ask.

      What the hell had he gotten himself into?
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      Funny how a few hockey players could change the energy in the bar.  The Black Dog had gone from being boisterous and loud, to being boisterous and really loud with a dose of frenetic energy that touched everyone. Sure, they’d had their fair share of celebrities in the place, but to most of the people in the bar tonight, Dean Kendrick and the rest of his buddies were like gods.

      Abby shook her head as she grabbed another bottle of vodka from the stock room, along with two bottles of red wine.

      Smiling, she wove through the crowd, winking at Old Joe, a Wednesday night regular who flirted outrageously.  The guy was on the wrong end of seventy, short, round, bald and widowed, with no family close by. But he was the sweetest little old man ever, and he liked his extra spicy chicken wings almost as much as he liked his Guinness.  Abby had known him for years—back when he still had salt-and-pepper hair—and he’d always been, Old Joe.

      She handed the bottle of vodka to her brother without saying a word—still pissed at his attitude—and headed toward the far end of the bar with the wine. Dean Kendrick was sitting next to Tucker, and he’d ordered a bottle of California red.

      The star center for the Rangers was something else.  His hair was on the long side, his eyebrow was pierced and a tattoo crawled up his neck. His eyes were pale blue and his killer smile told Abby that he could give Old Joe a run for his money when it came to the flirting thing.

      He was also funny as hell, and, considering all the hype surrounding him, surprisingly down to earth. She had the feeling he acted like a player, but in reality, he was just enjoying the game so to speak.  The women. The attention. The notoriety.

      She handed him a fresh glass of wine. He’d meet his match one day. He just wasn’t quite ready for it yet.

      “Thanks, gorgeous,” Dean said with a smile.

      Ignoring him, Abby leaned her hip against the bar and looked at Tucker.  God, she wanted to bury her hands in all that thick hair and kiss him silly.

      “How’s it goin’ Cowboy?”

      Tucker’s nostrils flared.  His eyes flattened and that beautiful mouth of his curved into a smile.

      “Cowboy?”  Dean asked, sipping his wine and smiling as a lady slid in beside him for a picture.

      Tucker ignored him, didn’t take his eyes off of Abby, and she didn’t have to look into the mirror to know that her cheeks were red.  Hell, every inch of her was hot and twitchy—which was pretty damn inconvenient considering they were in the middle of The Black Dog.

      Dean finished signing the woman’s chest, posed for one more picture before elbowing his agent.  “Cowboy?”

      Tucker took a sip of beer and shrugged, though that satisfied smile was still on his face.

      “Tucker here likes horses,” Abby said playfully.

      “No I don’t.”

      “No?” She asked, sliding a beer bottle to the guy on the other side of Tucker.  He was one of Dean’s buddies and, at the moment, was chatting up her roommate, Lisa.

      “Let me rephrase,” Tucker replied.  “Not all horses are created equal.”

      “Who doesn’t like horses?” Dean asked, glancing back and forth between them.

      Abby’s mouth was dry because the way Tucker was looking at her right now, she knew that he was hot.  She knew that he was hot and bothered.  She knew that he was wound up—that the sexual tension they’d danced around the entire evening was getting to be too much.

      “You do know that I grew up in Wyoming, right?”

      Tucker glanced at Dean.  “Really?”

      “Yep.  I’ve ridden my share of horses.”

      “Good to know.” Tucker stood and splayed his hands on the top of the bar. He leaned close, so that only Abby could hear him. “I just prefer to be ridden is all.”

      She tried to swallow. Or maybe she didn’t.  Who the hell knew?

      The only thing that Abby was sure about right now was that she hadn’t been alone with Tucker since Monday. And like a virus that was inside her, infiltrating her cells—leeching into her bones—she needed him.

      “Are you almost done?” He asked, moving back an inch, so that she could breathe.

      Abby glanced up at the clock behind the bar.  It was nearly eleven and the kitchen had just closed, but the crowd was still busy.

      “Go,” Lisa said hopping onto the bar, and swivelling her butt around until she dropped beside Abby. “I’ll help Mick out.  It’s the least I can do for spilling the beans and all.”  She scrunched up her nose. “Which I’m so sorry about, it just kind of fell out of my mouth.”

      Abby spied Mick chatting with Pete and Old Joe.  If she was going to sneak out now was her chance.  “Okay,” she whispered.  “Thanks Lisa.”

      She grabbed her jacket and purse from beneath the bar, pulled a Lisa and hopped over until she was standing between Tucker and Dean.

      “Shit,” Dean said stepping back.  “That’s the fastest turn around I’ve seen since—” He poked the guy beside him. “Jake here, stole the puck off Louinski and took it all the way back to score.”

      “What?” Abby asked a little out of breath.  Her brain was too fuzzy to work things out.  Kind of hard to do when all she was thinking about was Tucker Simon.

      “Never mind,” Dean chuckled.  He shook Tucker’s hand.  “I like your girl.”  And then he moved out of the way so that they could leave.  Tucker shrugged into his suit jacket and grabbed her hand.

      They’d just cleared the bar when he turned and slid his other hand up to her jaw, holding her in place.  Helplessly she stared up into his eyes and opened her mouth to accept a bold, hot kiss that had her toes curling and her stomach clenching in less than five seconds.

      Holy. Cowz. That had to be some kind of record.

      Tucker tore his mouth away.  “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Okay,” she managed to say.

      “My place?” Tucker asked, waiting.

      Abby nodded while Tucker hailed a cab. Less than twenty minutes later, they were let out in front of a beautiful old building on Central Park South. Overlooking the park, it was prime real estate, but then, had she expected Tucker to live anywhere else but in a place like this?

      “Mr. Simon.”

      “Patrick.”  Tucker nodded to the doorman, and then grabbed Abby’s hand.  They walked into the Essex House and Abby felt more than a little out of place.  An elderly couple was checking into the hotel, the woman dressed to the nines. Abby could see the glitter of diamonds on her neck from several feet away.

      “You live in a hotel?” she whispered as they approached the elevators.

      “It’s a mix of owners and guests.”

      “Wow. You must think my place is so…” She blushed.

      “Your place is great, Abby.  It’s just real estate.”

      The ride up was quiet and Abby had no idea what changed, but suddenly she was nervous as hell.  Tucker’s cell pinged, and he grabbed it with his right, while his left kept hers firmly in his grasp.

      Glancing downward, she fixated on her smaller hand in his.  At his long, tapered fingers, the masculine width and the darkened skin.

      The pale white line on his ring finger.

      Abby exhaled.  Her stomach jumped and her heart began to beat faster.  How had she never noticed that before? The stark reminder of the absence of his wedding ring was somehow so much worse than if he still wore the plain gold band she’d seen before.

      When had he stopped wearing it?  What did it mean? Did it really matter?

      The glaring emptiness on his finger was something she didn’t want to look at.  It was a reminder of an unfinished past, and she glanced up sharply, just as the elevator came to a halt and Tucker shoved his cell back into his pocket.

      “My brother, Jack. I’ll call him later.”

      The doors slid open, and Tucker took a step and paused. “Abby?”  Gently he tugged her forward and nodded to his left. “This is me.”

      Lights were on low, showcasing a home that was masculine with bold blue walls, dark mahogany leather, and framed artwork in reds, whites and blue.  The apartment was open concept and her eyes swept the entire area, resting on the granite island in the kitchen.

      It was understated luxury, made up of raw masculine components.  It was all Tucker.

      He was watching her, and she bit her lip nervously.  She knew he’d never lived here with his wife—he’d told her that much. But still…she thought of all the other women he’d brought back here. The models.  The heiresses.  The freaking yoga instructors. And for the first time since she’d started this—whatever it was—with Tucker, she felt scared.

      “Hey,” he said, voice rough.  “Is something wrong?”

      YES!  I love you. I love you more than I should and I’m scared shitless here.

      She shook her head and whispered. “No.”

      “Come here,” he said, tossing his jacket onto the sofa behind him.  Several feet back, the floor to ceiling windows showed an uncompromised view of Central Park.  Stars and city lights twinkled, haloing Tucker and making him seem almost, not real.

      She dragged her eyes up to his.   Watched the subtle flare in his nostrils.  The way his eyes went dark because he was aroused.  He wanted her. He wanted her right now.

      But he didn’t love her.

      Is that enough for me?

      “Abby.”

      The tone in his voice grabbed her hard, and mouth dry, she walked toward him, not stopping until his arms were around her and she rested her head against his chest.

      For a long time, the two of them stood like that.  Tucker holding Abby and Abby listening to his heartbeat. It felt so damn right to be here with him.

      “Are you okay?”

      She shook her head, not sure she could speak without sounding like an idiot.  And shit, were those tears poking the corner of her eyes?  What the hell was wrong with her?

      Tucker’s hand slipped under her chin, and he forced her gaze up to his.  “I’ve never brought anyone back here.”  He paused, his thumb stroking gently.  “I just wanted you to know that.”

      Something broke apart inside Abby.  Something hard and hot and heavy.  She stood on her tiptoes, hands buried in that thick hair that had been teasing her all night.  She opened her mouth and kissed him as if she was starving.

      She kissed him as if she could somehow communicate her need and want and…

      Her love.

      It was as if she needed him to know what she didn’t have the balls to say. And how fucked up was that? She knew he could never return her feelings.

      With a groan, Tucker broke off their kiss.  “Unless you want me to bend you over the sofa and have at it, I suggest we head that way.”

      Flushed, Abby nodded, letting him take her hand and lead her to his bedroom.  A low slung table near the fireplace caught her attention and she stumbled as they passed it.

      There were photographs, but one in particular caught her attention.

      Tucker. A much younger looking Tucker smiling down at a woman as they sat on the edge of a boat. A cute, little blond thing.

      It was Marley.  Of course it was Marley.

      “Coming?” Tucker said gently.

      For one second, Abby could have turned around and marched her ass out of his apartment.  She could have told him this wasn’t going to work.  She could have told him that she had lied to him. That she was in love with him and headed for heartbreak.

      She could have done the whole self-preservation thing.  That would have been the smart thing to do.

      But she didn’t.

      Abby followed Tucker into his bedroom. She let him undress her.  She let him pull her hair out of its tie and run his fingers along her scalp. She let him kiss her. Touch her. Make love to her.

      And it felt so good to be with him.  She revelled in the feel of him.  In the taste and energy in him. She fed from him and told herself that things would be all right.  That when the time came for this to end—when he finally realized her lie—the pain would be worth it.

      She lied to herself.

      Because she was that weak.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tucker Simon.  I have a bone to pick with you.”

      What the hell? Was he going crazy?  Had he forgotten she’d be here?

      Tucker glanced at his brother Jack, tossed back the last bit of scotch in his tumbler and turned to face the ice queen behind him.  Sonya Devonish.  Great.

      The tall, platinum blonde had poured herself into a little black number that didn’t leave much to the imagination, and neither did her glacial death stare.  The woman was more than a little pissed off and was going to cause a scene.

      “This should be good,” Jack said, leaning against the bar, not even bothering to hide the grin on his face.

      The brothers were attending a benefit for endangered species. Held in the Terrace Room at the Plaza Hotel, it was a yearly event that brought together artists, musicians, and a lot of society types with deep pockets. Proceeds went to the Simon Foundation, which in turn used them to fund projects that protected wildlife habitats, not only in Florida but all over the United States.

      Beau was in attendance with Betty—though they were off somewhere with Shane Gallagher.  The up and coming artist had donated several pieces of artwork for the silent auction and was in New York City with Betty’s sister, Bobbi.

      Tucker’s parents had been unable to attend this year because of a scheduling conflict, but that was probably a good thing considering what was about to occur. Tucker’s bullshit meter was dialled low and God knows his mother hated public scenes.

      Tucker eyed Sonya.  Was this going to be loud, or was she going to use some sort of decorum?

      “I left messages.”  She paused dramatically, throwing her hands into the air.  “Many, many, messages.”

      Shit.  This was going to be epic, he could tell.  And he didn’t get it. Not really.  It wasn’t like they were exclusive or had shared anything other than a sexual relationship—if relationship was even a word that applied to what they’d shared. And it wasn’t just Tucker’s call—Sonya had been more than upfront about it as well.  She cared more about his pedigree and having a Simon on her arm than she did him. Anything else didn’t interest her.

      “Sonya, I’ve been busy.”

      “Don’t give me that bullshit, Tucker.”  Her European accent was more pronounced and her voice was a tad higher than normal.

      Yep. Epic.

      Jack snorted and asked the bartender for another round. Good call.  Tucker was going to need it.

      Sonya put her hands on her hips and thrust those large breasts of hers out until he thought the damn things were going to pop out of her dress and give the patrons something to talk about other than art and money.

      “You’ve been busy with a girl.  I’ve seen the pictures.  Who the hell is she?”

      Tucker groaned.  Christ.  Here we go.

      The morning after Abby spent her first night at his place, the paparazzi had caught her leaving The Essex House in the morning.  He was pretty damn sure Patrick had tipped them off. The doorman had always rubbed him the wrong way. Always seemed a little too nosy.  Not that it mattered, he knew it was going to happen sooner or later and sure enough, over the last few weeks pictures of Tucker Simon’s mystery woman had surfaced in a few of the rags as well as a couple society papers.

      The good thing was that Abby hadn’t been weirded out by it, and they’d managed to avoid more pictures by being careful. After the first photo had appeared, he’d called Marley’s parents and while the conversation was awkward—telling them that yes, the woman they’d met in Florida was more than just a friend—he had to let them know.  He owed them at least that much.  It had been a difficult conversation, and he still felt like a shit about it.

      So far no one had gotten a name, but Tucker knew they’d been lucky, and he had a feeling their little bubble was about to burst.

      “I’m waiting for an answer,” Sonya said, eyes flashing, chest heaving and her expensive heels tapping the floor like a staccato drum.

      Tucker’s jaw clenched and even though his stance was relaxed, there was no mistaking his anger was stirred. “Sonya, we both know you’re only here because it kills you to think that I find someone more interesting than you.  Little secret? Most every woman on the planet is more interesting than you. And since I’m pretty sure the feeling is mutual, why don’t we call it even and leave it at that. This isn’t the time or place.”

      Anyone with half a brain would have taken the warning and retreated. Tucker Simon was slow to anger, but when roused, his temper was legendary. And the fact that the spoiled heiress ignored the warning signs didn’t bode well for her.

      “I will decide the time and place.”

      Tucker studied her for a few moments, eyes cold, mouth tight. What the hell had he ever seen in her?  There was no warmth. No caring.  No connection at all.  The sex hadn’t even been all that great.  Pretty pathetic, the more he thought about it, but he supposed that’s why their fling had worked.  It was easy to do when feelings weren’t involved.

      But something had changed for him.  Abby had happened.

      Movement caught his eye—a woman heading his way.  A woman with long, red-brown hair that flowed freely, just the way he liked it. A woman with creamy shoulders.  A woman who took his breath away in a burnt orange dress—the perfect foil to all the black that surrounded him—and eyes that hit him like a punch to the gut.

      Speak of the devil.

      Someone had called in sick, so Abby had worked past her shift until her brother Josh could come in and cover.  Up until now, he wasn’t even sure she’d be able to make the benefit.  Truthfully, Tucker had been willing to blow off the event and spend the night sitting at the bar with her, but at Abby’s insistence he’d come on his own, and she told him she’d do her best to make it.

      Tucker’s heart sped up.  The wait was totally worth it.

      Abby smiled at a waiter who offered her some champagne, but shook her head politely, eyes moving over the room, looking for him. He took a moment, just to enjoy the sight of her and then frowned.

      Dean Kendrick blocked his view as the star Ranger bent close to talk to her.  Tucker’s eyes narrowed when Dean put his hand on Abby and said something that made her laugh.

      “You’ve got to be joking.”

      Sonya’s harsh voice brought his eyes back to her, and he hoped like hell she was done because he was already moving on. He didn’t have time for her crap.

      “I’m not doing this,” he said, voice clipped.

      And then Sonya swore. She swore like a trucker and turned to him, an ugly red flush creeping up her neck.

      “That is the woman you’ve been fucking?” She sounded incredulous.

      Her voice was shrill and he winced at her crudeness. “I know her,” Sonya continued. “She’s the bartender from that dump you insisted I go to.  Oh my God, Tucker.  You’re banging the bartender?”

      Someone gasped, although Tucker wasn’t sure who it was because he saw red.  Hell, he saw every damn color in the spectrum.

      He stepped toward Sonya, his voice low, barely able to hold his shit together.  And if they weren’t in the middle of the Terrace Room—if it wasn’t the Simon name on the bill—he wouldn’t have cared.  He’d have ripped Sonya Devonish into pieces.

      He was that angry.

      He felt someone’s hand on his arm and shot a look to Jack that had his brother holding his hands up and backing away.

      Tucker looked at Sonya, his dislike and anger evident as he slowly unclenched his hands. “You’re going to leave this benefit right now, even if it means I have to drag you out of here myself.  Got it?”

      Her flush deepened, but she didn’t budge. “Were you fucking her when you were fucking me?” Her crudeness. The look in her eyes. All of it repulsed him.

      He was done.  Tucker had never come close to wanting to slap a woman before, but this one, with nasty insinuations had him considering it.

      He took another step closer, but Jack was suddenly in his face.  “Don’t make a scene, Tucker. I’ve got this.”

      Tucker looked at his brother and then back to Sonya. “I suggest you listen to Jack, because he’ll be a hell of a lot nicer than I will.” Tucker gave Jack a quick nod and turned on his heel, pushing past a small crowd near the bar.

      Kendrick still had his arm on Abby, and Tucker’s mood went from bad to worse.  The guy was just a little too friendly for Tucker’s tastes. Hell, the week before they’d attended a Ranger game and Dean had come up to the VIP lounge afterward—something he rarely did—and Tucker had a sneaking suspicion it was because he knew Abby was there.

      Tucker hadn’t mentioned it, but a man knew when someone else was interested in what was his. And Dean Kendrick would be all over Abby if she wasn’t with Tucker.

      He took a moment. Got his shit together. When he reached them, his temper was in check.

      “Dean.  Nice to see you made it out. The family appreciates it.”

      Kendrick glanced to his side, surprised. “Hey, Tuck.  I’m glad I could make it. Thanks for the invite.”

      “No problem.” Tucker checked his watch. “Big game tomorrow.  You shouldn’t stay too late.”  Male posturing?  Maybe.  But Tucker needed Dean to move away from Abby in the worst way possible.

      Dean’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Ah, yeah, I guess.  Early road trip out to LA in the morning.”

      “All right then.”  Tucker moved aside and for a moment, no one moved. He felt Abby’s eyes on him but didn’t take his off Kendrick.

      “We were in the middle of a conversation, Tucker,” Abby said.

      “I know,” Tucker replied, “But Dean here needs to go.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Abby’s eyes widened as a hint of pissed off crossed her face.

      Tucker wished he was. He wished he didn’t feel all the stuff going on inside him.  And maybe he was acting like a Neanderthal, dragging his knuckles along the floor, but he couldn’t help it.

      Dean cleared his throat, shook his head slightly and then smiled at Abby.  “Okay. I guess I should be getting home.  Nothing like getting to bed before nine on a Wednesday evening.” He shot a dark look at his agent. “But hockey comes first.”

      He bent and kissed Abby’s cheek, and if Tucker was all sorts of twisted up before, right now he was ready to bounce something off the wall. Dean Kendrick’s head looked pretty damn good.

      “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s gotten into Tucker. But remember what I said?”  Abby said softly.

      Dean chuckled. “Will do.”  He nodded to Tucker. “See you at our meeting next week, Mr. Simon.” And then he disappeared in the crowd.

      “Okay, what the hell was that all about?” Her voice was high.

      Tucker’s eyes moved from the back of Kendrick’s head to the flashing brown eyes that stared up at him.  Okay, she was pissed.  Seems as if he was two for two tonight.

      “Nothing,” he said.  “The guy needs his rest.”  Weak excuse, he knew, but it was all he had.

      “Bullshit. You were rude to him.  You were more than rude. You were unprofessional and rude. Dean Kendrick is probably your biggest client and one of the nicest guys I know. He doesn’t deserve to be treated like a five-year-old the night before a big game.  And considering he was doing you a favor by showing up to this charity shindig, you owe him an apology.”

      Wait. What?

      “How the hell would you know if Dean Kendrick is nice or not?  You’ve met him, what, twice?  Maybe three times?”

      “First of all, that has nothing to do with it. And secondly, you don’t know everything there is to know about me.”  Something flashed in her eyes and for a second Tucker thought that maybe they were arguing about something totally different.

      “Dean is into art, Tucker. Art. He’s into sketching and painting and we’ve had more than a few conversations about it.”

      “When the hell have you had time to have conversations with Dean Kendrick about art?  He’s a hockey player in the NHL, for God sake.  Since when does he have time for someone like you?”  Okay was he crazy?  Or just losing it?  Had he missed something?

      Abby’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. And then she took a step forward and thumped him in the chest. She thumped him hard enough to move him back an inch or so, and there was a collective gasp from the crowd that surrounded them.

      So much for not making a scene.

      “I can’t believe you just said that.  What do you mean someone like me? You don’t think I’m good enough for Dean Kendrick?”  Abby blew out a loud breath, tugging a strand of hair from her face.

      “I heard her, you know.” Abby bit out. “I’m sure everyone in this place heard her. Sonya Devonish.  Is she right? Am I just a bartender that you’re fucking?”

      Shocked, Tucker stared down at a woman who had gone way beyond pissed.  Hell, they were so far into unknown territory right now that he had no idea how to get them back. How had his evening nosedived into the toilet in just under ten minutes?

      “Abby.”

      “Don’t Abby me.  This whole thing was a mistake. It’s all a mistake.”

      Tucker didn’t give a crap that they were in the middle of one of the Simon Foundation’s biggest fundraisers.  He didn’t care that all around them, people pretended to have conversations while trying not to look as if they were listening in on him and Abby.

      He didn’t give a shit about any of that, because all of a sudden, he was filled with something that made his chest tight.  Something that heated his blood and pressed onto his heart.

      It was big and it was green and it was ugly.

      He was jealous as hell, and it was time that he faced the fact that Abby Matthews was in his life.  That she’d somehow bled into parts of him that he thought were protected. Parts of him that he thought were dead.

      He didn’t have time to analyze or think about the facts. He needed to get her alone.

      “Come with me.”

      “What? No way. I’m not going anywhere with you. I don’t even know why I came to this thing.”

      But he didn’t give her the option.  He scooped her up, tossed her over his shoulder—a caveman move if ever there was one—and headed toward the lobby.

      He ignored all the gasps, the whispers and pointed fingers.  He ignored the look of, holy shit, on his brother Jack’s face.  It was hard, but he ignored the squirming woman on his shoulder and the screech when he pressed his hand into her ass to keep her steady.

      He even ignored her attempts to bite him.

      He ignored all of it and walked out of the Terrace Room and headed toward the elevator.  Once the doors closed behind him, he slowly let her down, his eyes on the frantic pulse at her neck.

      Abby opened her mouth to speak but he shook his head and something in his eyes got to her, because nothing came out.  He moved forward until he crowded her into the wall, until he could practically hear her heart banging against her chest.  Until he could smell the shampoo in her hair and the musk on her skin.

      He placed both of his hands on either side of her and before she could say a word, he silenced her with his mouth.

      Tucker Simon kissed Abby Mathews long and he kissed her hard.  He kissed her as if she was the air he breathed or the life in his veins.  He inhaled her.  He devoured her.  And when he finally dragged his mouth away, both of them were panting.

      For a few seconds, the only noise he heard was the roaring of his blood as it pounded in his ears.  He didn’t hear the bell ring or the elevator doors slide open. He didn’t even hear the slap of her hand across his skin, but the burn of her palm on his cheek was enough to snap him out of whatever the hell it was that had taken him over.

      “I hate you,” she whispered.

      And then she was gone, sliding past him and the startled couple waiting to get into the elevator.

      The look in Abby’s eyes tore at him and suddenly the green-eyed monster was nothing compared to what gripped him now.  Because what gripped him now was fear.  Fear that he’d blown it. Fear that, once again, he was losing something.

      Something that he thought maybe he’d grown to love.
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      Abby tore out of The Plaza Hotel and jumped into the first taxi that she saw. She was so angry and confused and angry that she could barely give the taxi driver her address. Light bulbs flashed in her face as paparazzi shouted at her for a smile. A wave.  A name!

      A smile?  A goddamn smile?

      She wanted to cry and she had no idea what the hell had just happened.

      “Are you okay, Miss?” the taxi driver asked as he pulled away.

      Hell. No.

      “I’m great,” she answered woodenly, eyes on her hands.  “Never been better.”

      She said no more because there were no words.  How could she vocalize the paralyzing emotion inside of her?  She didn’t say anything to Lisa when she walked through the door of their apartment. She gave her roommate the hand and headed for her bedroom, the beautiful dress she’d been so excited for Tucker to see catching the door when she slammed it shut.

      Some incoherent sound welled up from her chest, and she yanked on the material so hard that the dress ripped.  Staring down at the tattered end, she sank to the floor, shaking, the ball of emotion in her chest threatening to break free.

      What. The. Hell.

      She’d been looking forward to this night all week and now?  Now it was done and over, and it hadn’t even begun. It had crashed and burned and—her hands flew to her cheeks—it had crashed and burned in an epic way.

      “Oh God,” she whispered.

      Abby Mathews didn’t do meltdowns.  Not even when Allison Getty had snapped inappropriate pictures of Abby in her underwear and sent them to members of their high school football team.  Not even then.

      Jesus, she’d just had the most intense fight ever, right in the middle of the Terrace Room at the Plaza.  What would Tucker’s family think?

      A knock sounded at her door and she froze.

      “Abby, you gotta let me in.”  It was Tucker.

      Seconds ticked by, seconds that turned into minutes.

      “Abby, please.  We need to talk. I…We really need to talk.”

      She glanced up at the door and felt a spark of heat hit her in the chest. Something was still alive inside her, and it was that something that forced Abby to her feet.  It was that something that let her open the door.

      And it was that something that twisted hard, until she had to look away from him.  Moving out of the way, she let Tucker into her bedroom and then closed the door again.

      “I’m surprised Lisa let you into the apartment.”  Good. She sounded normal.  Calm even.

      “A hundred bucks will do it,” he answered and her eyes shot up to his.

      “Just kidding,” Tucker said softly.  “I told her that I wasn’t leaving and I’d sleep on the front doorstep if she didn’t let me in.”

      “She should have left you out there.”

      “It’s cold.”

      “I know.”

      “Actually, it’s November so it’s more than cold. It’s freezing.”

      “Good. Even better.”  Abby tugged at a knot in her hair, afraid to ask but just as afraid not too. “What the hell just happened, Tucker?”

      He cleared his throat.  Ran his hand through the hair at his nape, hair that he’d let grow out.  Hair that only last night she’d gripped between her fingers when they’d made love.

      Damn. They’d been so close.  As close as a man and woman could be without…

      Without saying the three words that could bring them even closer.  I. Love. You.

      Suddenly overwhelmed, Abby turned away and muttered. “Never mind.”

      When does he have time for someone like you?

      Those had been Tucker’s words.  Words that pretty much said it all. Someone like you.  Someone who doesn’t matter.  And that’s exactly what this was about. At least for her.

      Abby was smart enough to know there was a whole lot more going on than a few choice words that hurt.  Ever since that first night that she’d stayed over at Tucker’s, she’d been walking on glass. Afraid to be happy.  Afraid of not being happy.  Afraid of being afraid.

      Afraid of loving him.

      Afraid of never being loved in return.  It was exhausting, pretending that everything was perfect, because perfect was nothing more than an illusion.  She loved this man and he…

      She had no idea what was going on inside his head.

      “Hey.”  His voice was low and had that bit of roughness she loved.  She felt his warmth at her back and closed her eyes, wishing that she could melt into him and forget it all.  But she couldn’t.  Abby had her pride.

      His hands were on her shoulders.  “I acted like an asshole.”

      “Yep.”

      “But Kendrick pissed me off.”

      She wiggled out of his hands and turned around so that she could face him.  “Why?”

      His dark eyes studied her for the longest time, and then he shrugged. “I don’t like him touching you.  I was…I was jealous.”

      “Jealous,” she repeated. That something inside her flipped around causing her heart to speed up and her face to burn. She had to shut that stuff down right now, because jealousy didn’t mean any more than a loss of control. It wasn’t love.  It was the fear of losing a possession.

      “He had his hand on you and I didn’t like it.”

      “So you decided to throw me over your shoulder like Tarzan and tear out of the Terrace Room of The Plaza Hotel in front of, I don’t know, three hundred and fifty guests?”

      “Four hundred.”

      “What?” she snapped.

      “There were four hundred guests.”

      Silence fell between them, and then Abby spoke, clearly and concisely.  Mick would have been proud. “I can’t do this anymore.”

      “Abby.”  He moved forward, but she moved back a step.  “What the hell are you saying?  I acted like a dick.  I admit it.  I was jealous as hell and acted like a goddamn fifteen-year-old.”  Tucker’s face was dark and intense, and he crowded her until the back of her legs pressed against her bed.

      Couldn’t he see what was inside her? Why couldn’t he see?

      “You’ve surprised me,” Tucker said, almost to himself.

      “What do you mean?”

      Get a grip, Abby.  Just tell him to leave and get it over with.

      His hand was now in her hair, and it took everything she had not to lean into his touch.  His other hand crept up and cupped her jaw, his thumb rolling over her bottom lip in a slow, sensual way.

      She was falling.  There was no other way about it. She would fall into a puddle at his feet, and he could stomp all over her.

      “You, my friend, have knocked me on my ass.”

      “Take your hands off of me, Tucker. I can’t think straight when you’re touching me.”

      He grinned at that but didn’t let go.  Instead he lowered his head until he was so close to her that she could count every single eyelash if she wanted to.

      “Abby, I was jealous as hell because I don’t want another man touching you. I don’t want another man looking at you, and I sure as hell want to know if you’re having conversations about art with Dean Kendrick.”  He drew in a ragged breath and Abby watched him, her heart pounding crazily.  He had to see what was in her eyes.  He had to know.

      “This thing between us has gone way past casual.  It’s so far past casual that I’m…”

      “You’re?” Hope flared inside her.  She couldn’t help it.

      “I’m thinking things that I never thought possible again. Ever.”  His hands slid back along her jaw and he dipped his head so that his warm breath fell against her earlobe.

      “I’m thinking of the future. I’m thinking of a future with you in it.”

      Startled, Abby blinked rapidly.  “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that the last month has been incredible.  I’m saying that when I wake up in the morning and you’re not there I don’t like it. I’m saying that the highlight of my day is when I come to the bar and watch you work, or meet you for dinner and then we go back to my place and have lots of hot sex.”

      She was breathless.  There was no air inside her.

      “I’m saying that watching the way your eyes shimmer when you’re about to come because I’m inside you, is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”  His mouth moved up her jawline so slowly that her toes curled by the time he made it to her lips.

      And then he murmured against her.

      “I’m saying that I want you to come up north to the cottage with me to celebrate Thanksgiving with my family and that when we come home…”

      God, she couldn’t think straight. “What?” she whispered into his mouth.

      “I want you to move in with me.”
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      “You’re heading up to Canada with Tucker?”

      Abby cleaned out the lemon tray and nodded.  “Yep.”  It was the Tuesday night before the long weekend and the bar had been hopping.  New York had seen its first snowfall and the city was coated in several inches of the white stuff.  It was crisp and clear, and for now, clean outside.

      With Christmas decorations twinkling from windows and Thanksgiving two days away, most of the city was in a good mood.  Heck, Abby was in a great mood. She’d be in an even better mood once they closed up, because she was off until after the holidays.

      She glanced up at her brother Mick, whose frown was as dark as the thick waves on top of his head.

      “Jesus, Mick, have you looked like that all day or did someone just now shit in your cornflakes?”

      “Very funny.”

      She shrugged and grabbed the lime tray.

      Her roommate Lisa, slid up to the bar and sat her butt down. She was still nursing a beer, peeling the label back while she waited for Abby to finish.

      “Did she tell you that she’s moving in with him?” Lisa said quietly, eyes still on the label of her beer bottle.

      Abby’s head shot up, and if looks could kill, Lisa would be minus a head right now. She knew her roommate was worried that things were moving too fast between Abby and Tucker, but still, this was Abby’s decision, not Lisa’s.  Besides, it wasn’t as if she were giving up her apartment. That would be stupid.

      “Abigail”

      “Don’t start, Mick.  I’m a big girl.”  She narrowed her eyes as she glanced across the bar at Lisa. “And I haven’t made up my mind yet, but…”

      “But,” Mick prompted.

      “I’m thinking about it.”

      Mick tossed his rag onto the bar.  “What the hell do you see in that guy?  I know he’s pretty.  I know he’s filthy rich, but Abigail, seriously. Can we take a step back?”

      “I hate when you call me Abigail.”

      “It’s your name.”

      “You sound just like Dad.”

      Mick grabbed her hand—gently—and she looked up at him, eyes shining, heart bursting inside her.

      “I love him, Mick.”  There. She’d said the words out loud. “I love him,” she said again.

      Mick’s hand fell away.  “Wow.  I knew you were in deep, but I sure as shit didn’t know you were all in.”

      Abby let the tray fall back into the sink.  “I’ve pretty much loved Tucker Simon since that first night he walked into this bar.” She nodded toward Lisa.  “He sat there, he smiled up at me and I just…I just knew that he would change my life.”

      Oh. God. To hear the words come out of her own mouth.  To own those words…that was life changing.

      For a moment there was silence, and then Mick spoke gruffly.  “His situation is complicated.”

      She nodded.

      “I’m pretty damn sure he’s still married.”

      Again she nodded. As far as Abby knew, his wife, Marley, had never been legally declared dead.

      “Does he know that you love him?”

      “I don’t know,” she whispered.

      “Does he love you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “But you’re going to spend Thanksgiving with him.”

      Slowly, she nodded.

      “Well,” Mick said, his arm sliding across her shoulder.  “Guess it’s time you figured that shit out.”

      Abby leaned into her brother, eyes on her best friend, Lisa. She was anxious, scared and trying like hell not to be too hopeful. It was hard.  Tucker had asked her to think about moving in with him.  He’d mentioned the word future, and that had pretty much bounced around her head for the past few days.

      Heck, who was she kidding?  It was all she could think about.

      “But Abigail, if he breaks your heart I will hurt him.”  Her brother wasn’t teasing and she knew him well enough to know that he would try.

      “Okay,” she whispered.

      Okay.
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      The Simon family home in Gravenhurst, Ontario on the banks of Lake Muskoka was one of those places where Tucker always felt comfortable.  God, but he loved it up here. There were no cameras. No paparazzi. No business meetings. No distractions.  Nothing but the fresh air, the lake, and a house large enough to fit the entire Simon clan.

      Although as he gazed down at the chaos in the kitchen, he wasn’t so sure it would survive all the add-ons.

      The add-ons being, Betty Jo Barker, his sister Grace’s current romance du jour, some trendy hipster named Harry who refused to take his beanie off. Jack’s girlfriend, Monique. And well, the one add-on he couldn’t take his eyes off of, Abby.

      His brother Teague was somewhere in South America—nobody knew where exactly—and Tucker’s hope of seeing his twin was long gone.  The last time he’d talked to Teague had been the week before, but even that conversation had been short.  Tucker hadn’t even had the chance to tell him about Abby.

      And now it was Wednesday, closing in on nine o’clock and dark as sin outside.  Not one star in the sky. He and Abby had arrived a few hours earlier.  They’d met up with Grace and Harry at LaGuardia, flown to Toronto and then driven up north. The family had indulged in some beers and Chinese food, and while Beau and his father were busy getting the fireplace going, the girls were relaxing in the kitchen and Tucker had escaped upstairs for some quiet.

      But he wasn’t alone.

      Jack leaned over the second floor railing and gazed down at the kitchen as well.  The great-big-ass-room, as they called it, was massive, open concept, with a full bank of windows that overlooked the lake.  All of the bedrooms fed off an upper walkway that extended three quarters around the home. When Tucker was much smaller, he and his brothers would have epic spitball wars, shooting anyone who walked into the room.

      God, those were the days.

      Jack cleared his throat and shook his head.  “How is it that you can pull the kind of stunt that you pulled at the fundraiser and still manage to convince that girl to come up here with you?”

      Tucker grinned. “My charm?”

      Jack stood up, arms crossed over his chest as he continued to gaze below.  Dressed in a plain white T-shirt, old worn jeans, and sporting more than a couple days of growth on his chin, Tucker’s older brother looked about as far removed from Washington as one could get.

      Tucker kinda missed this side of him. He was so serious these days.

      “I don’t know what Monique would do if I pulled a stunt like that.”

      Tucker’s eyes swung to Jack’s girlfriend.  The woman was perched on the edge of a sofa, trying to look interested in what Betty, Abby, and his mother were discussing. But even from here, it looked as if the woman was bored as hell.  Guess they weren’t discussing the color of paint on the walls or what would look better on the windows, some of that frilly see-through shit or California shutters.

      “Why is Monique even here?” Tucker asked suddenly.

      Jack’s head swivelled his way. “What do you mean?  It’s Thanksgiving.”

      “Yeah. Thanksgiving.  A time you spend with your family.  Those who matter.”

      Jack’s eyebrows knitted together, and he unfolded his arms. “Say again?”

      Tucker shrugged.  “I just don’t get you two is all. Actually, I don’t get a lot of the women you’ve dated over the past five years. They’re nothing like.” His voice stumbled into silence.

      “Don’t say it,” Jack bit out.

      “Donovan.”

      Tucker studied his brother.  Jack’s face was dangerously pissed off, and his hands were clenched at his sides. Huh.

      Donovan James was an outrageous, sexy as hell singer with a bit of twang, a bit of rock and roll and a whole lot of attitude. She’d ridden that attitude all the way to the top of the charts in more countries than you could count on both hands, and graced as many trashy magazines or even more than their brother Beau.  A few years back and more than a lifetime ago, she’d been the love of a very young Jack Simon’s life.

      She was, in Tucker’s opinion, the one that got away.

      “Don’t go there with me, Tuck,” Jack warned, sounding seriously pissed off.

      Tucker shoved away from the railing and faced his brother.  “Look, I don’t want to start something, but Jack, Monique isn’t the right girl for you.  She’s nowhere near what you need, and if you don’t watch out, you’ll end up married and miserable. Just saying.”

      “That’s pretty ballsy of you to be handing out relationship advice. From what I’ve heard, you’ve been banging a shit-ton of women in the city for the past year.  And yeah, I know Mom’s all about you getting back out there, but I think you’re going about it all wrong. What’s Abby?  Just another body in your bed while you try to decide whether or not you want to live a real life without Marley?”

      “This has nothing to do with Marley.”

      Tucker clamped his mouth.  A muscle worked its way across his cheek as he studied his brother.

      “Are you sure, Tucker? Because from where I’m standing, it looks like it has everything to do with Marley.”

      Tucker glared at his brother.  He glared at him for so long that his shoulder muscles stretched and tightened.

      “She’s been gone for over three years, Tuck.  It’s time.”

      Shit.  There it was.

      He glanced back downstairs. Caught sight of Abby giggling next to Betty and his heart twisted.  He could ignore the obvious and shrug his shoulders, or he could be honest and lay it all out there.  He could say the words that had been knocking around inside his head for days.

      “I asked her to move in with me,” he finally said. “I think I love her.”

      “You think?” Jack asked roughly.  “Brother, that’s not good enough. Not for someone like her.  That girl down there wants the whole nine yards and I don’t know her real well, but she seems the type to deserve it.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” He shot a dark look at his brother.

      “Hey, you’re the one who started this bullshit.  Not me. I’m just pointing out the obvious.”

      “Yeah?  What’s that?”

      “That girl’s in love with you and if you don’t feel the same way, you’ve got to cut her loose.”

      Tucker didn’t know what to say.  He’d been in love before.  Hell, up until a month ago, he thought he’d be in love with Marley for as long as he was alive. Their love hadn’t been perfect, in fact a lot of the time it had been rough and volatile. But it had also been passionate—it had been young and fresh and exciting and…

      It had been safe. Back then, their whole world had been safe. Until she took a ride on that plane.

      “Fuck me,” he whispered, eyes still glued to Abby, more confused than ever.  The memory of Marley was something he didn’t think would let him go. How could it? It would always be unfinished.  That last morning he’d shared with her would always be unfinished.  How did he deal with that?  With the things he hadn’t done? The things they’d said?

      How did he make Abby fit into all of that without hurting her in the end?

      He sighed and stood next to his brother, looking down until Abby turned her sweet face up to him.  She wiped at that long piece of hair that always tickled her nose and she smiled at him until Betty said something that made her giggle and turn away.

      “I don’t know if what I have to give is enough for Abby.”

      Jack put his hand on Tucker’s shoulder.  “You need to find out. But a word of advice?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t use think and love in the same sentence when talking to a woman. Not if you want to keep all your manly parts intact.”

      Tucker’s gaze was on Abby again. “Good to know,” he murmured.
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      A few hours later, Tucker thought about his brother’s words as he and Abby made their way outside to the bunky, which was a small bunkhouse the boys used to sleep in when they were younger.  Located about twenty feet from the main house and nestled among a bunch of Fir trees, it was big enough for a double bed, a TV, a small bathroom and not much else.

      But it was private and Tucker had some things on his mind.  Things that needed to be taken care of.

      The place was warm—his father had made sure the heat was turned on and the small lamp near the bed cast a soft glow.

      He shut the door behind him and pulled Abby into his arms, resting his chin on top of her head, listening to her breathing, feeling her heart beating. Slowly her arms made their way up to his shoulders, and she leaned back, eyes shimmery in the low lights.

      For several moments, the two of them stared at each other, Tucker not letting go and Abby looking up at him with a shuttered expression.

      Finally, she exhaled.  “You’re scaring me.”

      God, that’s not what he wanted.  “I don’t mean to.”

      “What’s going on, Tucker?” She wiggled her hips and stepped out of his embrace, shivering. After folding her arms across her chest, she met his gaze, her toes digging into the pine floors.

      “We need to talk,” he began and stopped. How the hell was he going to express the feelings inside him?  What words could even come close to describing what he was trying to say?

      “Okay,” her voice trembled a bit.  “What about?”

      “Us.”

      She made a weird noise and shook her head. “I get it.  Being here with your family made you realize a few things.”

      “Yeah, it did.”

      She licked that bottom lip which was usually his trigger for all sorts of hot and sexy things.  Already his mind was going south, but before he actually followed through on it and went south, he needed to be clear about things.

      “So, this is it then?”  She thrust her chin out. “We’re done?  You’ve come to the conclusion that I don’t fit the Simon mold? Well, I gotta say Tucker, not everyone can be like a…a Monique Patterson or a…” She stumbled over her words, glanced away and whispered. “A…Marley.”

      “You’re right about that.”

      She whipped her head around. “I’m right about what?”

      “You’re nothing like Monique Patterson, thank God and,” He paused because this was important. “You’re nothing like Marley.”

      “So what exactly are you saying?”

      He took a step toward her.

      “I’m saying that I want you to move in with me.”

      He took another step.  “I’m saying that I want to wake up with you next to me every single morning. I’m saying that I want you.  I want you in my life and I don’t want any more of this ‘let’s see where it goes’ bullshit, because I’ve got to tell you, Abigail.  We’re already there.”

      “We are,” she repeated softly.

      “We’ve been there for a while, and I think that I’m just now getting it. But…”

      “But?”

      “I’ve got some shit to sort out.  Hell, Marley hasn’t even been declared legally dead yet. And it might take a while for me to deal with some of that stuff, so if you can’t wait…or you need to think about it.” He blew out a hot breath not really sure what else to say.  “I’ll understand. But you have to know I’m not giving up, and if you need a break, I get it. But you also need to know that as soon as I get this stuff squared away, I’m coming for you.  When I think ahead, when I think of tomorrow or next week, I see you.  When I think of next Thanksgiving, it’s you I see, Abby.  No one else.”

      He watched the play of emotion run across her face like the tide rolling in from the ocean. He knew what she wanted to hear and dammit to hell, he wanted to say it. But those three little words that were game changers, and there was still a part of him that felt as if he couldn’t go there until everything else was dealt with.

      He needed to deal with Marley’s death. Only then could he move on with his heart one hundred percent free of the past. He just hoped like hell Abby would be there for him when he was done.

      Abby’s bottom lip trembled and he couldn’t help himself.  He traced her generous mouth with his forefinger and swept his lips across hers.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Tucker.”  Her voice was so soft that at first he wasn’t sure she’d spoken.

      He rested his forehead against hers, some of his tension gone. “Okay.”

      “So,” she said, voice husky and full of all kinds of sex and smoke.  “What exactly are you going to do with me now that you have me out here in your little bunky?”

      He kissed the corner of her mouth, so relieved that it felt as if a hundred pounds had just been lifted off his shoulders.

      “Well, Miss Mathews. I’m going to get you naked and wet.  I’m going to lay you down on that bed and I’m going to spread your legs and then I’m going to sink inside you. We’re going to have hard and fast sex. You’re going to scream when you come.”

      Her chest rose and fell. His girl liked the dirty talk.

      “And then I’m going to taste every inch of you, with my mouth…my tongue, my fingers.”

      She made that noise that she did—the one that told him she was already close. He smiled, licked her, and stole another kiss.

      “And then we’re going to go nice and slow. I’m going to worship you, Abby.  Your mouth.  Your breasts. That delicious ass of yours.”  His voice was ragged now. “I’m going to kiss you between your legs until I make you come again.” He paused, already hard. “And then I’m going to start all over.”

      She reached for the top button of her blouse.  “So worship away, Mr. Simon. Because I’m halfway to horny, and you kind of had me at hot and wet.”
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      Abby woke just as dawn was breaking.  The air was cool on her nose and outside the wind howled, but here, under the covers with Tucker, she was warm.

      She was warm and content and so in love that there was no turning back now.  If that had been a consideration before, it was long gone.  Especially after the night they’d just shared.  She and Tucker had connected on a level she’d never thought possible.

      She knew he loved her.  He might not have said the words, but she knew.  It was in the way he touched her—as if she was a breakable. In the way his eyes watched her while his mouth was on her.  The way he held her face and kissed her with a tenderness that had brought tears to her eyes.  It was in the way he held her and caressed her temple.

      They’d talked with their hands, their bodies and with their eyes. The words weren’t said, but they were there.  Just beneath the surface. Waiting for the right moment.

      And Abby was willing to wait. For Tucker, she would do that.

      Gingerly turning over so that she faced him, her heart swelled watching him sleep.  God, he looked so young.  So incredibly young and alive. She grinned. And sexy.

      He’d let his hair grow out over the last month so it curled over his ears, teased his neck, and long waves swept over his forehead.  Gently she pushed them back, her fingers tracing his sculpted cheeks, strong jaw, until they rested on his lips.

      Man she loved his lips.

      Reaching forward she swept a kiss across them and then held her breath when she felt him move.

      His hands snaked around her waist, and he snuggled into her neck.  “Hey,” Tucker murmured, his whiskers making her shiver as they scraped across her skin.

      “Good morning,” she managed to say.  His hands moved downward and cupped her butt intimately against him.

      “This is nice,” he said, mouth against her neck.

      “Really nice,” she answered, squirming a bit because the desire, it was already burning hot.

      But Tucker didn’t. He stayed there, nose buried in her neck, hands holding her close to him.  They laid together like that for a long time, each breathing the other in until dawn became full blown morning.

      Eventually, Tucker moved a bit and rested his elbow on the pillow so he could prop his head, his eyes unreadable, but intense.

      “Are you all right?” Abby asked carefully, her body suddenly tense. It never ceased to amaze her how emotions ebbed and flowed, rushing and then disappearing.  What was going on behind those eyes?

      “I’m better than all right,” he answered, a slow grin creeping over his face, making her insides melt all over again.

      “You’re amazing.  Do you know that?” Tucker said softly.

      Abby shrugged. “I’ve been told once or twice.”

      He laughed—outright chuckled—and the sound made her feel as if she could fly.  When it fell away to nothing, she couldn’t take her eyes off of him.

      “Last night was…” There was that wicked grin again.

      “Yeah.”  She blushed at the thought of some of the things she’d done to him.  With him.  For him.

      “So this is really happening.  Us,” Tucker said quietly.

      For a second Abby couldn’t speak.  She nodded and closed her eyes, hoping the tears that pricked the corners weren’t visible.  But one slipped down, and she felt his touch as he slowly wiped it away.

      “Abby.”

      “I’m fine,” she managed. She was more than fine.  She was more than everything that she thought being with Tucker would be.

      “Tell me about Marley,” she whispered.

      Oh. God.

      Abby’s eyes flew open and Tucker’s hand froze.  Where the hell had that come from?

      It was surprise that sat in Tucker’s eyes, that much was clear, and Abby cleared her throat, reaching for his hand.

      “Tucker, I don’t….I’m sorry, I…”

      But what to say?  She knew about the nightmares and insomnia that had haunted him for months after Marley disappeared.  She knew that he’d taken a vacation from life. She knew that for a while, he’d drank himself to sleep every single night. She also knew they weren’t the picture-perfect couple that the press had touted them to be. But then who was? She knew those kinds of things.

      But she knew nothing about Marley. Not really.  Not the stuff that mattered.

      Tucker exhaled and drew her into his arms so that her back was to his chest, her head once more tucked under his chin. Her eyes moved to the window, to the snowflakes slowly making their way down from the sky.  So white. So Fluffy.  So perfect.

      “I met Marley in college and uh, I think it’s pretty safe to say that she didn’t like me at first.  Mainly because I was an arrogant shit, but mostly because I put the moves on her while being involved with someone else.  I was young and stupid and kind of wild, but I saw something in Marley.  Some intense and focused part of her that somehow fit.”

      For a few moments, there was only the wind outside.  Only Tucker’s long, steady breaths.

      “Our families didn’t want us to get married. Especially my mother. They thought we were too young.  And when I think back now, I can see why. We were too young. Just out of college. But Marley always had this way of talking people into accepting her point of view.  She was relentless. It’s why I could never win an argument with her. I would give up, and she’d spend the next hour talking.  God, that girl…she liked to argue.”

      He kissed the top of Abby’s head.  “I guess that’s something you have in common.”

      Abby didn’t say anything, she just settled in to listen.  She knew in her heart that Tucker sharing all of this meant something. It meant that he was finally letting her inside the one part of him that he’d closed off.  And she couldn’t lie to herself. It hurt to hear him talk about a woman he’d loved.  A woman who had been his first love.

      It hurt to think that if Marley was still here…that if her young life hadn’t met a tragic end, the two of them would still be together.

      “It’s been over three years, and I’ve had time to think, Abby.  Time to remember things. And one of the things I loved most about Marley was that she lived life like there wasn’t going to be a tomorrow.  Everything that she did, she did full tilt. One hundred percent all in. It’s as if she knew that she wasn’t going to be around for long, and I’d be a liar if I didn’t say that it could be exhausting at times.”

      His hand tightened, just underneath her breast and his breathing changed. “She wanted a kid.  As young as she was, she wanted a kid real bad.”

      Abby bit her lip.  She heard the pain in his voice and it seeped into her.

      “That was one argument I didn’t let her win. Hell, we’d only been married a few months when she first brought it up.  I wanted to live without the responsibility of a child.  I wanted us to do things.  Travel.  Go to Europe. Snorkel off the coast of Australia. Spend some of that damn Simon money sitting in the bank, but…”

      “Tucker we don’t have to…you don’t have to tell me this stuff.”

      “No,” he said, voice rough.  “It feels good to get it out.  There are things I haven’t told anybody. Not even Teague and he pretty much knows everything.”

      He paused.

      “She lied to me. She stopped taking the pill, and she didn’t tell me, and she got pregnant.”

      Abby stilled.  This was big.  It was big and heavy, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

      “No one in the family knew, because I was so fucking angry that I didn’t tell anyone.  We fought about it, a lot, and at first she denied everything. Said it was an accident. That we were that one percent it happened to. But I knew.  Looking into her eyes, I knew, and that was the one time I wasn’t giving in. No way was I letting her win that one.  After a while, she realized the lie was useless and she finally came clean.  But the damage was done, you know?  How could I trust her after that?”

      He sighed. “In the end, it didn’t really matter. She lost the baby at fourteen weeks. It was a little boy.” He was quiet for a second. “I didn’t know I wanted him until he was gone.”

      “Oh, Tucker,” Abby whispered, burrowing into him. Wrapping her arms around his and holding him.

      “Things weren’t exactly settled afterward. I was still trying to figure her out.  Figure out how she could lie like that. About a month after she lost the baby, she got that call to head out with a team to investigate a bunch of beached whales. It was early.  A Sunday morning.  I remember she tugged on my arm.  Wanted me awake.  She asked me to give her a lift to the airport.  But I’d been out with a couple of the guys the night before, something I’d been doing a lot of that last month or so.  My head was pounding, and I was pissed off that she’d woke me up.”

      His hand was in Abby’s hair.

      “That’s all I remember. I didn’t look at her. I didn’t kiss her goodbye. She mumbled something like, ‘we need to talk when I get back’. And that was it.  That’s the last time I heard her voice, other than in my nightmares.”

      Abby slowly turned around, her heart aching with the pain that she saw on his face.

      “It’s not your fault, you know,” Abby said softly.

      “No,” Tucker replied. “But sometimes it feels like it.”

      “Do you…” God, was Abby really going to go there right now?  “Do you still love her?”

      Breath held, Abby stared up into the eyes of the man who owned her heart, waiting for him to say something. But moments ticked by, long moments filled with a heavy silence.

      “I…” He blew out a hot breath.

      Say something.

      Tucker looked tortured. There was no other word for it.

      She whispered, “it’s okay.”

      He made a sound that came from deep inside his soul.

      “Abby.”

      And then his mouth was on hers and she wrapped her hands in that long hair of his and gave him what he needed. Love.

      She kissed him, pouring every ounce of feeling that she had into that kiss.  When his tongue plunged inside her mouth, she answered in kind.  It quickly became an aggressive, almost frantic joining.

      Their lips.  Their bodies.  Their minds and their souls.

      Tucker whipped the covers off them and the cool air hit her hot, sweaty skin, but it didn’t matter.  It was brighter outside, and she feasted on the sight of him. How his muscles strained as his arms cradled her, how the tendons in his neck corded when he raised himself over her.

      When he slid inside Abby, when she felt that hot, throbbing length of him buried inside her body, she pulled him close. If she could have crawled inside him she would have. She would have done anything for him.  She bucked her hips and met his thrusts, their mouths once more entwined.

      There were no words. No soft moments, no slow sensual caresses.  There was only need and want and a connection she didn’t want to ever break.

      As Tucker’s thrusts became harder, faster.  As her insides began to pull and her orgasm pressed hard. As their sweat soaked bodies slid against each other—their rhythm perfect, the friction erotic—Abby strained against his mouth, her heart full and near to bursting.

      I love you. I love you. I love you.

      Over and over she heard those words inside her head. Only afterward as she laid in his arms, both of them trying to catch their breath did she think that maybe one of them had said those words out loud.
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      Thanksgiving came and went, but it was one of the best Thanksgivings Tucker could remember.  The snow had come early to Northern Ontario, so the annual Simon family football game was a no go.  However, they’d cleared the ice between the boathouse and the shoreline, and a pretty animated game of shinny had entertained everyone for most of the afternoon.  Heck, even his mother had thrown on a pair of skates.

      Tucker grinned. Who knew that his girl was such an ace on the ice?  But then, every day something about Abby surprised him.

      She talked in her sleep.

      She won the football pool every damn week.

      She never matched her socks. Like ever. She’d wear black and white zebra print on one foot and brown and gold cheetah print on the other.

      She was addicted to The Walking Dead and he didn’t get that at all.  Seriously, every character on that show looked as if they needed to spend a week soaking in a bathtub. How the hell she thought the redneck with the crossbow was hot, he’d never know.

      And her sketches were the most beautiful things he’d ever seen. In fact, he’d shown a few to a friend of his in the business and Abby was now working with a writer on a proposal for a series of children’s books.

      Things were moving along.  Progressing.  And Tucker couldn’t remember ever feeling so excited about the unknown.  About a future with someone.

      Abby had moved into his apartment the second week in December.  Sure her brother Mick had been a grouch about it—said they were moving a little too fast for him.  But her other brothers, especially the youngest Josh, were great and her parents were really good people.

      Her roommate Lisa spent more than her fair share of evenings with them for that first month, but after a while, it had slowed down and now she only showed up Friday nights for wine and a movie.

      Abby said it was because she had a new guy. Though Lisa wasn’t talking and he knew that it was driving his girl crazy, because Abby wanted to know who it was.

      Tucker was fine with Abby having her girls’ nights.  He usually made himself scarce—God forbid he got roped into watching The Notebook. So he retreated to his home office or met some of the guys from the agency for beer and darts at The Black Dog.

      They’d fallen into a routine and things were good.  They were better than good.

      Yep.  Tucker was one lucky son of a bitch to have found Abby, and there was no way in hell he was letting her go.

      He glanced down at his cell.  Fingered the number in the call display—the last one to call his phone—and tried to quiet the anxiety he was trying real hard not to feel.

      He’d approached Marley’s parents a few weeks before about starting the process to have her declared legally dead. It had been the hardest decision he’d ever made, but after nearly four years, it was time. At least for him.

      The conversation hadn’t gone smoothly. In fact, it had been pretty awful. He cared about these people a lot, but their pain was still so palpable, their dislike of his new relationship so toxic, that he’d had to leave and he hadn’t heard anything since. He got that they were still in pain. Hell, he couldn’t imagine what it must be like to lose a child, but he didn’t understand why they couldn’t see that he had to move on. That living made no sense if he didn’t.

      He didn’t understand how they couldn’t see that he had moved on.

      He supposed he could petition the court for a death certificate himself instead of waiting out the seven years, but he’d rather do it with their blessing.

      He glanced down at his cell.  So why were they calling him now?  It was Valentine’s Day and he had plans.  Big plans.

      With a sigh, he pocketed his phone, deciding he’d call them back in the morning and ordered a drink from the bartender.  Tucker had just finished a meeting with a sponsor for one of his newest clients, Jason Spender, a wide receiver for the Broncos, and he had about an hour to kill until Abby met him.  He was taking her out for dinner to a fancy little bistro and then to the airport.

      He chuckled to himself, already visualizing her expression when he told her they were flying to Costa Rica for a week of sunshine, hot sex, and only themselves for company.

      Yep. Big plans.

      “You gonna tell me what that silly ass grin on your face means?”

      Tucker’s head whipped up so fast he nearly gave himself whiplash. He was out of his chair, hand clapped on the man’s shoulder before the guy could say anything else.

      “Damn, Teague. What the hell?” He stared at his twin in shock. “How did you…what are you doing back here stateside? I thought you were still in South America somewhere, or Africa.”

      Teague Simon slapped him on the back, in that rough way that guys do before sliding onto the barstool beside Tucker.

      Tucker couldn’t wipe the silly-ass grin off his face. Damn but he missed his brother. He motioned for the bartender to bring them another round.  Dressed in faded green cargos, combat boots, a thick cable-knit turtleneck and a worn, black leather jacket, the guy looked all kinds of dangerous. With more than a week’s worth of stubble on his jaw and hair that looked like it needed a cut weeks ago, he didn’t exactly look like he belonged in the upscale bar.

      He looked…

      “Christ, Teague. You look like shit.”

      Teague snorted and downed his tumbler in one long draw.  He raised his glass, indicating he wanted another and leaned on the bar, his dark eyes intense as they looked back at Tucker.

      “I feel like shit.  But that’s pretty much par for the course these days. It’s been a crazy few weeks.”

      Tucker sipped his whiskey.  His brother was a photo-journalist, one usually found in the most dangerous parts of the world.  Be it war in the Middle East, famine in Africa or organized crime in Mexico…he was there. He was one of the best at what he did and highly sought after, but from what Tucker could see, it was starting to show on him.

      Teague’s eyes looked…haunted.

      “Do Mom and Dad know you’re back?”

      The family had been disappointed that Teague had been unable to make it home for Christmas and in fact, Tucker had caught his mother sniffling over some old family photos more than once.

      Their son’s dangerous escapades were starting to wear on them as well, and he knew that his mom wanted Teague home on American soil. She wanted Teague settled with a wife and a pack of kids, but that wasn’t likely to happen. Teague Simon was like a lone wolf.  He just did better on his own.

      “Nah.” Teague shook his head.  “I’m only in New York for a few hours and no time to head to Florida. Waiting for a flight out to Syria.”

      “Syria?”

      He shook his head. “Yeah.”

      “Dangerous shit going on in that part of the world.”

      “Someone’s got to go, Tuck. Someone needs to tell the stories.  The real stories.”

      Tucker didn’t say anything.  He’d never really understood his brother’s need to live life on the edge. To be in places where life and death were separated by chance and luck.

      Nope. Tucker didn’t understand it, but he sure as hell respected it.  As far as he was concerned, his brother Teague was one of the most fearless men he knew.

      “How did you know I was here?”

      Teague slipped off his jacket, smiling at a woman a few seats down and then stretched out his long arms.  “Your secretary. Told me you had a meeting here and that I’d find you in the bar.” Teague winked. “She knows you well and she’s damn cute.”

      Tucker’s eyebrows rose. “She’s too young, barely out of college.”

      “Yeah,” Teague said with a grin. “But still. She’s pretty damn cute although…” his grin widened. “She’s not as hot as the woman in the picture on your desk. I take it that’s your Abby?”

      Tucker nodded. Busted.

      “That’s her.”

      The brothers sat in silence for a few moments and then Teague spoke gruffly.  “I’m happy for you.  After Marley, well, I didn’t think you were ever going to climb out of that pit.”  He shrugged. “At least not all the way.”

      The bartender brought them another round, pointing to the woman whose hungry gaze was still on Teague.  The brothers accepted the drinks and while Tucker nursed the glass, Teague slammed his back.

      “Do you love her?” Teague asked.

      Tucker glanced at his brother and then nodded.  “Yeah. I do.”

      “That’s good.” Teague paused and shot him a sideways glance. “Have you told her yet?”

      His twin knew him too well.

      “No.”  He thought of his big plans and smiled. “But that’s all gonna change tonight.”

      Just then his cell buzzed and he whipped it out, the smile still in place.  It had to be Abby.  But his smile faded when he saw Kate Danvers name again.  Marley’s mother. An odd sensation washed over him.  A weird sort of deja vu.

      “That your girl?” Teague asked.

      “No.”  He glanced up to his brother.  “I’m going to have to take this.  When’s your flight?  Do you still have some time?”

      “Go.” Teague glanced toward the blonde who’d bought them a round. “I’ll be here when you get back.”  He shoved away from the bar and chuckled. “Besides, I need to meet this Abby woman.  See if she’s as hot in real life as she is in that picture on your desk.”

      “Don’t be getting any ideas about her,” Tucker warned.

      “It’s not me you have to worry about.  Has Cooper met her?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And how did that go?”

      “How do you think?”

      Teague’s grin was contagious. “As screwed up as this world is, I love that some things never change.”

      Tucker hit return call on his cell and moved to the lobby of the hotel, where the reception was better and the noise was minimal.  Outside it was snowing, big old snowflakes falling down in soft gusts, bathed in the streetlights that lit up the night.

      He didn’t think the phone rang. Didn’t remember hearing a ring and yet all of a sudden there was his mother-in-law’s panicked voice in his ear.

      “Tucker I have been calling you for hours.  Why haven’t you answered me?”

      “I…” Shit. What the hell was going on? “I’m sorry, Kate. I was in a meeting and my brother just flew into New York for a few hours.  We were catching up.”

      “I don’t care about that. Tucker haven’t you seen the news?”

      A shrill undertone colored her words and that prickly sensation was back. Big time.

      “No.  I…” He had a bad feeling about this.

      “Like I said, Kate. I was in a meeting and only saw you called just now.”

      “Tucker,” she wailed in his ear.  “They’ve found her.”

      For a moment, Tucker felt as if he was sitting in a cold, sterile room at the end of a very long hallway.  There were echoes, not sounds really, just sharp noises banging in his head.  All the colors of the world bled into one, a dull, grey palette, that was sickly and awful.

      “Tucker!  Did you hear what I just said?”

      He glanced up then and caught the eye of a businessman, briefcase in hand. The man looked at Tucker as if trying to put together a puzzle.  And then like a light bulb went off, the man’s expression changed.  There was a clarity there. Interest.  Knowing.

      Tucker looked away and ran his hand behind his neck, searching in the bar for his brother.

      “What are you saying, Kate?”

      “Oh my God, Tucker. Turn on the television.  It’s all over the news.”

      Like one of those crazy zombies from the show that Abby loved so much, Tucker shuffled back into the bar, yanking on his tie—the damn thing was too fucking tight—his eyes on the flat screen above Teague’s head.  He saw the headline, though the scrolling words, the details along the bottom were too far away for him to read.

      “Missing wife of Tucker Simon, one of America’s celebrated Simon clan, found alive and well in a hospital in Cuba.”

      What? The breath fell out of him so quickly he felt faint.

      Teague was walking toward him, his expression calm, though his eyes were dark and intense.  When he spoke, it sounded as if Teague was down that damn hall in that shitty, sterile room, and his words tinny and sharp.

      “Are you okay?  Tucker?”

      Tucker’s eyes went back to the television and his brother followed suit. His wedding photo was now plastered across the screen. Face white, he stared up at it. Marley looked so young and seeing her up there hit him like a punch to the gut.

      “I have to go,” he mumbled.  Marley was alive?  How was that possible?

      “Let me grab my jacket.  I’m with you, brother.  Hold on.”

      Aware that more than a few people were staring, Tucker walked to the window, his eyes on the snow.  The clean, unspoiled white snow.  It mesmerized him and he didn’t look away until he felt Teague’s hand on his shoulder.

      “Where do you need to go?”

      “I…” Tucker scrubbed at his eyes.  “Abby…”

      “Okay, we’ll figure this out. I’m here, all right? I’ll cancel Syria and….” Teague’s voice trailed off and Tucker turned around.

      The first thing he saw were fire engine red boots and a matching coat that touched the top of her knees.  Long dark hair spilled across her shoulders and her face….

      Her face was so white that she looked like a ghost, and her chest heaved as if she couldn’t breathe.  Abby took one look at him and her knees buckled.

      “Hey,” Tucker said roughly as he moved forward and caught her up in a fierce hug.  He held her trembling body against his, angry that he’d somehow caused her pain.  Crazy with fear that everything he had—everything that he loved—was going to slip away from him.

      Again.

      “It’s true then?” Abby said, her words stilted as she shivered in his arms.

      “I don’t know,” Tucker answered haltingly.  “Jesus, Abigail, I don’t fucking know.”

      Abby rocked into him.  Did someone take their photo?  Was that Teague telling someone off?

      Tucker didn’t know  and he didn’t care. He was trying his best not to freak the hell out.  All he could do was hold this woman because right here, right now, she was real.  She was real and she had him. She had every bit of him, and he needed to let her know that.  He wanted to let her know that.

      So why couldn’t he?  What the hell was wrong with him?

      She made a noise and his heart turned over.

      He could barely breathe and glanced at his brother helplessly. He hadn’t felt this helpless since...

      Since Marley.

      As if the very thought of Marley was enough to do it, an image of her smiling up at him, face flushed and eyes sparkling, hit him like hammer against stone. It was so real that for a moment he could smell the ocean. Feel the sun.  He could feel Marley.

      Startled, he shook his head. Disorientated.

      “Tucker?” Abby croaked, sounding so small.

      “I don’t know if it’s true,” he repeated, not knowing what else to say.

      A heartbeat passed.

      “Well, then,” Abby replied, raising her face to him, her hands clutched to his suit jacket.  “I guess you better find out.”
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      Sometime later, when Lisa stroked her hair as the two of them cuddled on the sofa and asked her if she was all right, Abby replied, yes. When her brother Mick dropped by with a pot of soup made fresh by Dani, their cook at The Black Dog, and he asked her how she was doing, she’d told him that she was fine.

      Heck, when her mother called and told her that she and her father would be on the first flight back from Arizona, Abby had told her no.  She’d told her mother that she was good and would feel awful if they cut their stay short.

      Her mother had protested. But Abby insisted they not come and told her that she’d call when she had news.  Her mother asked one more time if she was fine and once more Abby said that, yes, she was good.

      But the truth of it was, Abby Mathews was nowhere near good.

      The truth of it was, Abby Mathews was so close to losing her shit, that the fear of losing her shit is what kept her teetering on that edge.

      It had only been a few hours since the Marley Simon story hit the news. Only a few hours since her world had imploded.  Since Tucker had brought her back to their place…the home she now shared with him.

      Only a few hours since Tucker had kissed her.  Since he’d held her close and whispered that things were going to be okay.

      But there were so many questions.  Questions that she wanted to ask.  Questions that she was afraid to ask because she wasn’t sure the answers wouldn’t kill her.

      And so she said nothing.  She’d sat on the edge of their bed and watched as he changed into a pair of jeans and an old Duke University hoodie. Said nothing as he rummaged for his passport, though she kissed him softly when she found it in the top drawer of the dresser in his closet.  It had been clipped together with hers, along with two tickets to Costa Rica.

      Costa Rica. And yet she said nothing.

      She kept the tears away when he slipped into the worn leather jacket that she loved so much and shoved his feet into the Docs he’d worn that first time he’d shown up at her apartment.

      Abby tried to appear calm when he called his in-laws, though inside she was breaking.  She made tea while they discussed flying into Havana, though Tucker’s twin was all over that.

      And she tried not to be resentful of the fact that Tucker’s twin was all over that.

      But she was. She was resentful and hurt and scared as hell.

      In the nearly twenty-four hours since Tucker had left with his brother, she’d only had one brief conversation with him.  A quick call to tell her that they’d secured a flight and were on their way to Cuba.

      She’d sat alone in the middle of their bed, holding the phone so tightly that her knuckles were white.

      “You sound tired,” she’d said.

      “I am.”

      Silence.

      “Your brother is with you?”

      “Yeah. Teague’s here and so is Jack, thank God.”

      More silence. It was the silence that spoke volumes. The silence that was filled with heavy things.  It was the silence that she hated and the silence that scared her the most.

      “Okay,” she’d managed to say.  “Call me when you…when…”

      “I will.  I’ll call you when I know.”

      Her throat had closed up and even if by some miracle, she could speak, at that moment she had nothing.  She had nothing but a boatload of words that she couldn’t articulate and a truckload of fear pressing into her chest.

      “Abby, things will be okay.  I hate that you have to go through this, but I promise you…I…shit. I don’t know what I’m trying to say.”

      What?  Say it!  Please, oh God please say it…

      “It’s okay.” But it wasn’t okay.  God, it was so not okay.

      “I have to go, Abby. Our charter is ready.”

      Click.

      “I love you,” she’d whispered.
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      A knock at the door brought Abby out of the funk that had settled over her the night before. She’d barely slept.  Had crawled into bed, snuggled into Tucker’s pillow, chest tight as she inhaled his scent.

      After a while, she’d given up and tried the sofa but again sleep had pretty much eluded her.  All she could think about was Marley.  And Tucker.  Marley and Tucker. Where the hell did Abby figure into all of that?

      She thought about it until her nerves were so raw, until her body trembled so badly, that she ran to the bathroom and was sick.  Never had she felt so alone.  So pathetic and helpless and just…alone.

      Maybe I should have let Lisa stay.

      Again the knock sounded and sliding off the sofa, Abby tugged her bathrobe together and swung open the door, thinking it was most likely Lisa or one of her brothers.

      It wasn’t Lisa.  Or any one of her brothers.

      “Jesus, you look like you need a drink.” Cooper Simon held aloft an amber bottle and winked, his blue eyes electric as he gazed down at her.  “Good thing I was in the neighborhood.”

      Abby shook her head and winced. Every part of her ached. “You’re crazy. It’s not even noon yet.”

      “But it’s sure as hell four o’clock somewhere.”

      “That’s lame,” she shot back.

      “True, but it’s all I got.”  Cooper’s eyes softened. “And darlin’ you need something stronger than coffee right about now. So are you going to let me in or what?”

      Abby hadn’t seen Cooper since Christmas Eve in Florida, and as much as he pushed a lot of her buttons, there was something sweet and lost about him.  This man had been hurt. This man knew what was going on inside her.

      “Are you going to promise to just be normal?  No jokes.  No innuendos. And if you try and grab my ass I can’t be held responsible for what I will do to you.”

      Cooper pushed his way past her, dropping a quick kiss onto her cheek. “Really, Abby?  You’re taking all the fun out of this.”

      Abby closed the door behind her. “I mean it, Cooper. I’m not up to it.”

      Cooper tossed his coat over the sofa and set down what looked to be a very expensive bottle of scotch on the table in the kitchen.

      “Glenlivet?” she asked moving toward him.

      “Is there anything else?”  He arched an eyebrow. “Neat or over ice?”

      “Ice please.”  Abby settled on one of the stools and when Cooper was done pouring their drinks, raised her glass and had her first bit of nourishment for the day. She let the liquid burn down her throat, liking that it melted away the numbness.

      After taking a second drink, she set the tumbler back down and glanced up at Cooper.

      His eyes were intense, his mouth set tight.

      “How are you doing, kid?”

      Abby wasn’t sure what it was.  The tone of his voice.  The look in his eyes.  The fact that she was functioning on less than three hours sleep or the fact that her heart was so bruised it hurt.  Who knew?

      All she did know was that the ball of fear inside her suddenly expanded.  It retracted and then split wide open.

      And then came the tears.  Oh God, the tears. It was an ugly cry.

      Cooper had her in his arms, face pressed to his chest before the first teardrop slid off her face. He held her for what seemed like hours and when she was done, her face was swollen, and her voice was hoarse.

      She’d told Cooper pretty much everything.  Her feelings.  Her love for Tucker and her fear of losing him. She even told Cooper that one thing she hadn’t shared with anybody…not even her best friend, Lisa.

      Cooper now knew that those three little words had never been uttered.  And he knew how scared she was that she would never hear Tucker say them.

      Eventually, she pulled herself together and moved out of his embrace.  She should have been embarrassed. Abby didn’t do the big, epic breakdown.  It just wasn’t her. But she wasn’t embarrassed or ashamed.  Abby was just…empty.

      “Why don’t you take a shower,” Cooper said.  “I’m going to whip us up something that goes with Scotch and we’ll get drunk.  Sound good?”

      Abby slid off the stool and took a step toward her bedroom.  “Why are you here, Cooper?”

      “I had nowhere else to be.”

      A ghost of a smile lit up Abby’s face. “Bullshit.”

      The guy ran a successful software company that produced some of the most innovative games out there.  He’d taken over his father’s dying company, a move many thought would pound in the last nail of the coffin so to speak.  But from what Tucker had told Abby, Cooper had surprised them all.

      Sure the guy still lived in the fast lane when it came to his personal life, but when it came to business?  He had the steel backbone that the Simon family was known for. He’d doubled and then tripled his business within five years, bringing to the masses innovative video games focused on the military and science fiction. He married Hollywood and the gamer community.

      So yeah, Abby knew he was busy as hell, especially with Comic-Con coming up in a few months.

      “You can’t call bullshit.”

      “Sure I can.”  She headed for her bedroom. “But Cooper?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m glad you’re here.”
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      Havana seemed like an oven compared to the frigid New York he’d left behind, yet Tucker was cold as hell.

      He was cold, tired, and he couldn’t stop thinking about Abby. About the fear he’d seen in her eyes and the anxiety in her voice. About all the unfinished things between them.  The things he needed to face.

      The things he needed to say.

      And Marley. God, his head was so screwed up right now.  How did he even process the idea that she might be alive? That after all this time, she’d been here in Cuba?  How the hell did that happen?  Where was the rest of her crew?  Alex her research partner. Gabe the pilot.

      “We’re almost there.”

      He nodded to his brother Teague and clenched his hands, rolling his shoulders a bit because they were tight as hell. Seated in the back of a van, Jack was on the other side of him and in the seats ahead were Marley’s parents.

      “It has to be her,” Kate Danvers whispered fiercely, turning around, eyes watery and so full of hope.

      Tucker didn’t know what to say, so he just nodded and glanced away.  He wanted it to be Marley, of course he did. There was a time when that thought consumed him.  And yet there was a part of him that was scared shitless at the thought.

      He gave himself a mental shake. He wasn’t going there.  Not now. Not until he knew for sure.  But the guilt inside him pressed hard, making it tough to focus and breathe. He was terrified of losing everything.

      Of losing Abby.

      He loved Marley’s parents.  Of that there was no question.  But the Abby factor was pretty much front and center.  It was the elephant in the room and Kate had already tried to bring it up.

      While they were waiting in Montreal for their flight, she’d quietly asked him what his feelings were for Abby. He’d politely told her that he didn’t want to discuss Abigail with her, and that he hoped she would understand.

      “You’ll have to make a choice,” she said, voice small and shaky.

      Tucker had shut down that conversation before it began.  In his mind, there was no point until they knew the truth.

      The van came to an abrupt halt, and he exhaled.  Tucker glanced outside, eyes shielded from the sun by a pair of aviators.  He saw some photographers milling about, but it was nothing like it would have been had this been in the United States. The paparazzi would have been insane.

      For one brief moment, he thought of Abby.  Of the paparazzi who were no doubt circling The Essex House like a bunch of vultures. But he’d heard from Coop, and he knew his cousin was with her.

      Cooper would look after her until he got back.

      “You ready to do this?” Jack asked quietly, yanking on his ball cap, pulling it low over his eyes.

      Tucker cleared his throat. “Let’s go.”

      They stepped out of the van and a middle aged man approached them. Wearing business casual clothes, his bald head shone under the sun and he smiled hesitantly, offering his hand to Tucker.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Simon. I’m Romero Sanchez, the administrator of this hospital.  We’ve been expecting you.”

      The man’s English was perfect and his eyes kind.  He nodded to Tucker’s brothers and then shook Jason Danvers’ hand before taking a step back and motioning toward the entrance.  “Please follow me.”

      Like everything else in Havana, the hospital was a little rough around the edges, worn but in a comfortable sort of way, with a hint of an era long gone. The palm trees and colorful paintings brightened up the place, and overhead large fans slowly turned, stirring the air.

      Their somber group trailed behind Mr. Sanchez, and a few minutes later, they found themselves gathered in what looked like a conference room.  As soon as the door closed behind them, Marley’s mother nearly rushed the man.  “When can I see my daughter?  Please.  You have to let us see her.”

      The woman was running low on fuel, and Tucker knew she was going to lose it if things weren’t sorted out soon.

      Mr. Sanchez patted her hand. “I understand. But there are some things we need to do before that can happen.  Procedures as it were.” He glanced over to Tucker. “We haven’t made a positive ID yet.”

      Kate tugged on his arm and her desperation was palpable.  “But I don’t…we were told she was here. I need to see her.”

      “Please,” Mr. Sanchez said kindly.  “Let us get everything in a row…How do you Americans say? Our ducks so to speak and then you can see her.  I promise you Mrs. Danvers, we are wanting to make sure that everything is in order.  Now if the husband can follow me, we’ll take care of a few of those things, and then we can proceed.”

      Tucker waited, his face set in stone, his expression blank.  But inside.  Holy hell inside, his body was raging.  He was all kinds of fear and frustration, and he just wanted to get this done and over with.  He thought of Abby, but almost immediately pushed it away.  He couldn’t go there right now.

      Not yet.

      “Can I get any of you coffee or tea?” Mr. Sanchez asked.

      “No,” Jack said, stepping forward. “Maybe some water?”

      “Of course.  I will have some brought to you.” Mr. Sanchez turned to Tucker.  “Let’s go, yes?”

      They walked in silence and took an elevator up and exited on the fourth floor. “Is she here?”  Tucker asked.

      

      “Please come,” Sanchez said, and Tucker could do nothing but follow in the man’s footsteps, aware that were many eyes on him.

      Mr. Sanchez stopped at a door several feet from the nurses’ station and gave a quick knock before entering, gesturing for Tucker to follow.  It was a small room with dull grey on the walls and a large fake palm tree in the corner.  A framed photo of a boat was the only splash of color in the room.

      Behind the desk sat a man, eyes glued to a computer screen. Large wire-framed glasses magnified his eyes, but with his thick dark hair, Tucker was guessing he wasn’t much older than himself.

      When Tucker entered the office, the man pushed back out of his seat and hastily made his way around the desk to shake Tucker’s hand.

      “Mr. Simon.  I’m Doctor Garcia.  I have some things that I need you to look at.”

      Tucker waited while the doctor opened a cabinet beneath the window and retrieved a plastic bag.  Carefully, he opened it and laid out the items on his desk.

      “Do these belong to your wife?”

      Tucker moved closer, mouth clamped together so tight that pain radiated up his jaw.

      There was a navy satchel, a bit worn around the edges with a broken clasp, and a long strap that was frayed. There was a pink brush missing some of its teeth, still holding on to a few long strands of blond hair.  A tube of clear lip gloss. A box of tissues. A box of surgical gloves.  A battered, worn-out, black leather wallet.

      And a long, thin gold chain from which dangled a platinum wedding band. It was plain.  Unassuming. Kind of like its owner.

      The sight of it made his blood run cold.

      “Jesus,” he whispered moving closer.

      The wallet was open and the ID plain and visible.  Marley stared back at him, her DMV photo unsmiling, which was pretty much what his looked like. They used to joke that she looked like a prisoner of war and that he looked like a terrorist.

      His heart rolled over. These were Marley’s things.

      “Where is she?” His voice was harsh as he looked up at the men.  “Where is my wife?”

      Mr. Sanchez spoke, his voice calm and reassuring.  “You can confirm that these are your wife’s belongings?”

      Tucker shook his head.  “Yes. But I don’t understand. None of this makes sense. Where is she and what the hell happened to her?  Where are the people that she was with? Where’s the goddamn plane?”

      “Mr. Simon.”  It was Sanchez speaking now. “Your wife came to us less than a week ago.  She was hit by a vehicle here in Havana and brought in. Unconscious, with multiple injuries.  We were only able to ID her because of these items.”

      None of what he was hearing made any kind of sense. “I need to see her.” He tried to push past Mr. Sanchez, but the doctor’s words stopped him.

      “Mr. Simon.  Your wife has had some serious trauma.  You must be prepared.”

      “What kind of trauma?”

      “There was some swelling on the brain, so we had to cut into her skull to alleviate the pressure. We’ve put her in a protective coma, a drug induced coma, and  we are very excited at how she’s responding.  The swelling has gone down and we feel that we will be able to bring her out of this coma state very soon, but…”

      This was killing him. “But?”

      The doctor moved toward the door.  “Come with me.  But please be prepared. There is swelling and bruising and bandages. It will be hard for you.”

      “I understand,” Tucker interrupted.

      He followed the men up one more flight of stairs to the ICU, and they didn’t stop until they reached the last room at the end of a narrow hall.  Mr. Sanchez nodded.  “Please.  You can go.”

      Tucker didn’t wait.  He pushed open the door and nodded to the nurse near the bed. She glanced behind him and then moved out of the way, disappearing into the hall and leaving him alone.

      Tucker stared at the woman on the bed. God, she looked so small.  So alone.  He stared at her for so long that his eyes burned. He should feel something. Shouldn’t he?

      Slowly, he made his way closer, noticing the tube in her arm and a long thicker tube in her mouth. Beside her were several machines, one that allowed her to breathe and one that monitored her heart rate…or maybe her brainwaves.

      Shit, did any of that matter?

      Tucker took that last step until he was standing over the bed and for a moment, he closed his eyes, breathing out heavily as his brain caught up to what his eyes could see.

      Part of her head was heavily bandaged, while the other part of her skull had been shaved and cut open.  The bruising along her jaw and neck was pretty graphic, and her nose was broken as well. The swelling still pretty substantial.

      On first glance, Tucker couldn’t tell if this was Marley or not. And Jesus, why the hell wasn’t he feeling something? Some spark?  What the hell was wrong with him?

      Running his hands through stubble on his jaw he spoke.

      “Marley.”

      Just one word.  One word that echoed in the room and sounded so loud that he glanced around.

      Tucker stood there for so long that his legs began to cramp.  The doctor finally came in, his eyes gentle as he reached for the chart at the end of the bed.  Beside him, the nurse moved to the other side of the bed and gingerly lifted Marley’s hand so that she could re-arrange the⁠—

      Wait.

      Tucker leaned in closer, his heart starting to pound and roar in his ears.  “Hold on,” he said to the startled nurse.  Moving around the bed so that he could stand beside her, he glanced down at the limp hand and he didn’t know what he felt.  He only knew that…

      “This isn’t my wife.”

      Shaking his head, he looked at the doctor. “Please.  This isn’t my…this isn’t Marley.”

      “Sir,” the doctor began, his voice still calm.  “I know it’s a shock for you to see her like this, but I promise as soon as we bring her out of the coma and she begins to heal it will be easier.”

      “No, you don’t understand.” Tucker moved back.  “My wife had a tattoo on her ring finger. It was a joke really, but it was there.”

      The doctor and the nurse watched him intently and he knew they were probably wondering if he was finally losing it.

      “A tattoo?”

      He nodded. “Marley’s job was….it could be messy.  She worked with marine animals and most of the time, she didn’t wear her wedding ring while working. She wore her ring on a chain.  I used to bug her about it, and one day she surprised me with this tattoo on her ring finger.  Said that no one would ever think she didn’t belong to me.”

      Tucker paused as that memory washed over him and finally something sparked inside him.  Deep, wrenching, sadness.

      “This woman isn’t Marley.” He pointed to her hand.  “There’s no tattoo.  It was pretty damn intricate and even if she had it removed, which she wouldn’t, there would be something there…some un-perfect piece of that tattoo.  It’s just…It’s not her.”

      “I see,” the doctor said slowly.

      “I don’t,” Tucker replied, more frustrated than ever. “I don’t understand any of this.”

      Jesus. Kate and Jason were going to be devastated all over again. With a ragged breath, he shook his head.  “Who is this woman and how the hell did she end up with Marley’s stuff?”
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      By six o’clock, Abby was going crazy.

      “Let’s go to The Black Dog,” she said to Cooper.  They’d played two games of scrabble, a round of Would You Rather (and lord, the things that Cooper Simon would rather do).  Wow.

      And right about now, she was going to climb the goddamn walls.  Abby pulled out her cell for what had to be the twentieth time and felt that now familiar pain in her heart. There was nothing. No text message and no missed call.

      “He’ll call,” Cooper said.

      Abby glanced up.  They were on the sofa, staring out across the darkness that coated Central Park like a blanket. Overhead, stars shone in a clear sky and in the distance, the lights of the city twinkled.

      “I know.”

      But she didn’t know.  Abby was scared shitless, and right now she didn’t know anything.  It was driving her crazy.

      Eden and Noah had called earlier—they were coming to New York tomorrow—but again, they knew nothing other than what Abby already knew.  That Tucker had landed in Havana with his brothers and Marley’s parents.

      That was hours ago.

      She reached for the remote.

      “Don’t do it, Abigail,” Cooper made a grab for it, but she jumped up, hit the power button and held her breath when the news channel erupted onto the screen.

      “Oh God,” Abby wailed.  But what had she expected?  The Tucker Simon Missing Wife Saga as it was being called, was headline news.

      Abby’s photo was plastered across the television. She blinked her eyes, hating the sight of such a private moment caught on film, but it did nothing. The image didn’t magically disappear.

      She saw her red coat.   Her red boots.  Her special Valentine’s Day outfit.  The one she’d put together for what was supposed to be a special night.  Had it been only a few days ago?

      Someone had snapped the photo when she’d arrived in the lobby of the hotel.  When Tucker had turned to her and scooped her up into his arms. She couldn’t see his face, but oh, the pain on hers was unmistakable and Abby felt all those emotions all over again.

      Her throat closed up and she couldn’t swallow.

      The news anchor was talking—Abby had the television on mute—and then Abby’s photo disappeared, replaced with a smiling shot of Tucker and Marley on their wedding day.

      It was a beautiful picture and it crushed Abby’s heart.

      Oh, God. I can’t do this.

      She was about to turn away when new footage appeared.  Footage she was hungry for, and instead, she clutched the remote to her chest, biting her bottom lip in an effort to quiet the pain she felt as she watched grainy video of Tucker exiting a van, accompanied by Jack, Teague, and Marley’s parents.

      He looked so damn tired—even with his aviators on, she could tell.  It was in the way his mouth was tight—the way he kept rubbing his chin and tugging on the long ends of his hair.

      “Oh, Tucker,” she murmured, near tears.  She wanted to be there with him.  God, how she needed to touch him.

      “Hey,” Cooper said quietly. “Give me that.”

      Abby let him take the remote, though her fingers shook so badly she was barely able to hand it off. She turned away from the television, once more eyes drawn to the blackness outside.

      “So,” Cooper said.  “Your family bar sounds pretty damn good right about now. Let’s go.”

      She shrugged and didn’t say anything because she wasn’t sure she could talk. Abby wanted to crawl into bed and cry her eyes out.  She wanted to bury her nose in the sheets and inhale Tucker’s scent.  Maybe then she would feel close to him.  Maybe then she could feel some kind of peace.

      “I think you should make me a drink,” he said.

      “Cooper, I don’t know.”

      “I do,” he said. “A Mathews special.”

      She thought back to the wedding. To that first time she met him and a small smile crept over her face. “A Martini?”

      “Nah. I’m more of a Slippery Nipple kind of guy.”

      “Why am I not surprised?  But that’s a shooter.”

      “Huh.” He winked. “Well, I’d like a Slippery Nipple and then you can give me some Sex on the Beach.”

      “Sex on the Beach is hard to come by in New York City in the middle of February, but I suppose we could try.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      Abby exhaled a long shuddering breath and whispered. “Thanks for being here, Cooper.”

      He bowed his head. “No problem.”

      “You’re a good guy.  You know that, right?”

      “Don’t be spreading that around.”

      Abby sighed. “Why do you want people thinking you’re a dick?  Why do you hide behind that?”

      Cooper was silent for a few moments, and then he shrugged. “When they think you’re a dick, they usually assume you’re shallow as well.  Dick and shallow kind of go hand in hand. That’s a lot of layers of bullshit for someone to peel back, and most people don’t have the time.”

      “Would that be so wrong, Cooper?  To let someone in?”

      Cooper looked irritated, but for whatever reason, Abby wasn’t giving this up. “I mean it Cooper.  What are you afraid of?”

      He shrugged but said nothing.

      Abby gave him a hug and whispered. “One day some woman is going to peel back those layers of bullshit and…”

      “And what?”

      “And you’re going to let her.”

      “That’s pretty damn optimistic,” Cooper said.

      “I think it’s inevitable.”

      “You know what I think is inevitable? Our date.  You going to take me to this famous Black Dog pub or what?”

      Abby glanced around the empty apartment. Everywhere she looked, she saw Tucker.  And as much as that made her feel closer to him, it also was driving her bat shit crazy.

      “Okay,” she conceded. “Let’s go.”

      Ten minutes later, they snuck out the back and hopped in a waiting taxi, avoiding the paparazzi waiting outside the entrance of The Essex House.

      “How are you doing, Miss?”

      Surprised, Abby glanced up at the taxi driver, smiling wanly when she recognized him.  His name was John and he’d taken her and Tucker out several times in the past.

      Of course he knew who she was. Who Tucker was.  And by now, he sure as hell knew who Marley was.

      His eyes were kind and his concern genuine.

      “I’m fine, thank you.”

      Less than twenty minutes later, they pulled up outside of The Black Dog.  “Shit,” Cooper murmured, reaching into his jacket for the fare.

      “What’s going on?”

      “There are some photographers outside the bar.  Are you sure you want to go inside?  I mean, it might get crazy if word gets out that you’re here.”

      Something fired off inside Abby. Something hot and pissed off and fed up. “Let them get crazy.  I don’t care. They haven’t met my brother Mick and I can guarantee he’s looking for an excuse to let off some steam.”

      Cooper chuckled. “Okay then.”

      They pushed past the crowd outside the bar and when one of the photographers tried to follow them inside, Cooper, shoved him back.  While Abby wasn’t exactly sure what Cooper said to the guy, she knew it wasn’t polite and it sure as hell wasn’t nice.  The photographer backed off, and the rest milled around but none of them tried to follow them inside the Black Dog.

      The first face she saw when her eyes adjusted to the lighting was Old Joe.  His wrinkled, leathery face opened into a wide grin, and she walked up to him, accepting his hug and the kiss on her cheek.

      “There’s my girl,” Old Joe said.

      “Hey,” she murmured. “Are these guys looking after you?”

      “They’re not as pretty to look at, but they keep my mug full.”

      “You’re not on the schedule,” Mick said, resting his hip against the bar.

      “What can I say?” she replied. “I miss the place.”

      Mick and her younger brother Josh were behind the bar, while Lisa was pouring draft for a customer.  Lisa glanced up and waved, mouthing, “I’ll just be a second,” before turning back to the guys sitting in front of her.

      Huh. Since when did Lisa sling beer at The Black Dog?

      “Besides, I’m not here to work,” Abby said, and then punched Cooper in the chest. “But I am here to make Coop a Slippery Nipple.  I promised him the full Mathews treatment.”

      Mick didn’t bother glancing at Cooper.  His dark eyes, so intense and full of worry, settled on her.

      “I’m glad you’re here, Abs.  I was coming over after my shift.”

      Abby slipped behind the bar.  “Now you don’t have to.”

      Mick cracked a smile. “No.  I don’t.”  He tossed her a rag and then turned to Cooper, arms crossed over his chest. All business and gruff.  “So, which one are you?”

      Cooper slid onto the only empty stool at the bar. “I’m the asshole.”

      “Huh,” Mick said, while Abby tried to hide a smile.  “Good to know.”

      The next few hours flew by and there, surrounded by her friends and family, Abby was able to forget, if only for a little while, just how sucktastic her life had become.  She made Cooper several Slippery Nipples and had more than a few herself.  Sex on the Beach was epic, and then they moved on to Margaritas.

      By midnight she was flying high and feeling too damn good.  So good in fact at first she didn’t feel her cell vibrate. More than a little drunk, it took some doing to dig it out of her front pocket.

      Abby stared at the name on the screen, blinking rapidly because it was blurred.

      Tucker.

      Shit, were those tears?

      Scrubbing at her face, she slid off the stool—nearly falling on her ass and headed toward the stock room. It would be quiet in there, and right now, she needed quiet.  Right now she needed sober, but she was working on that.

      “Abby!”  Her brother stared after her, his eyebrow raised in question.  Cooper swivelled around on his stool and Abby held the cell up, mouthing, “Tucker.”

      They both nodded and she hurried through the pool room, not stopping until she closed the door behind her to shut out the noise of the bar. She held the phone up to her ear and slid down the wall until she was on the floor.

      She was so scared her hands were shaking.

      “Hey,” she said voice scratchy, like she’d swallowed sandpaper.

      For a few scary seconds she couldn’t hear anything, and then he was there, in her head.  She closed her eyes, felt his warmth as if he was right there beside her.

      “Miss Mathews,” he said.  “You sound like shit.”

      Wiping away tears, Abby nodded, which was weird because it wasn’t as if he could see her. “I know.  Sorry.”  She paused.  “You sound tired.”

      “I am. It’s been a long few days.  Sorry I didn’t call earlier, but I just…God, there’s so much going on here.”

      “Don’t apologize, Tucker.  I know you’re dealing with a lot.  I just wish I could help you.”

      “Hearing your voice.  It helps.”

      She sniffled but didn’t reply because there was a damn log the size of a small dog stuck in her throat.

      “I don’t know where to start,” Tucker said slowly.

      Sucking in a big gulp of air, she tried to control her voice so that it wasn’t so pathetic and shaky.  But it was no use.  She was falling apart, and she couldn’t get anything out.

      “Abby, it’s not her.  It’s not Marley.”

      “Oh God.”  She wrapped her arms around her knees, head cocked to the side so that the cell stayed in place, and she could hear him.  “Oh God,” she said again, wincing at the sound of her crazy voice falling like flat stones in the small, enclosed space.

      She was going straight to hell, because her prayers had been answered. It wasn’t Marley. Straight. To. Hell.

      “Who…How did…How do you know?”

      “There’s a lot to process and talk about and there are still a lot of questions.  I can’t get into it right now because honestly, I have no idea what’s going on.  This woman…she had all of Marley’s ID.  We don’t know who she is or how she got Marley’s stuff or…”

      Her heart dropped all the way to the bottom of her feet. “So, Marley could still be out there?”  Good.  She sounded like she had her shit together.

      “Abby, we just don’t know. We’re waiting for the doctors to bring her out of this induced coma they’ve placed her in.  We’re hoping once she’s conscious, we’ll get some answers.”

      The knife in her heart twisted. It twisted hard and she had to wait a few seconds until she could speak, and then she whispered, “Okay.”

      “Babe, I miss you so damn much.”

      “Oh, Tucker.”

      “Look, I have to go, but I had to hear your voice, Abby or I was going to go crazy.  We have a lot of stuff to talk about…shit,” Tucker’s voice broke, and she knew he was hurting and confused. A fresh batch of tears fell down her face.

      “Tucker, it’s all right.  Go and deal with what you need to do over there. You know where I’ll be.”

      “Jack and Marley’s parents are returning to the US tomorrow.  I’ll be here a few more days, until we figure this out.  Teague’s sticking around.  I know it’s a lot to take in, but I’ll explain everything when I see you.”

      “Okay,” she whispered in the dark.  “Tucker?”

      “Yeah.”

      For a moment, she couldn’t speak and then when the lump cleared her throat, she said softly. “I love you.”

      There was static.  A buzzing in her ear.

      Abby wasn’t sure if she was relieved or hurt that he hadn’t heard her.  But then the static cleared and he was there again. Right there beside her. His voice warm and full of emotion.

      “I know, Abby.  I just need you to hold on a bit longer and then…and then I can…I’ll see you soon.”

      And that was it.

      Abby wasn’t sure how long she stared into the darkness, clutching her cell phone to her chest.  But it was long enough for her to know that nothing had changed.  She was all in with this man.  She would fight for him. There was no other option.

      There were so many questions and she had no answers to any of them.  But there was one that she knew for certain.  Even if the words hadn’t been spoken.

      Tucker Simon loved Abby Mathews.

      And that’s what was going to get her through.
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      Three days later, Tucker was running on no sleep and way too much coffee.  He was wound up so tight that he’d gone for a run and he’d kept on running.  His thirty minute jog turned into a four-hour escape, and by the time he returned to the hotel he and Teague were staying at, he was exhausted.

      It was the kind of bone-numbing exhaustion that sleep couldn’t fix.  Hell, for all he knew, there was no fixing him.

      He was beyond confused, anxious as hell for answers, and at the same time, afraid to hear them.

      He’d just entered the lobby of the shabby-looking place they’d called home for the last few days when he spotted his brother near the front desk.  Teague was nodding to the manager, and it looked as if they were having an intense conversation.

      Pulling his T-shirt out of the back of his shorts, Tucker put it on as he made his way over to them.

      “Mr. Simon,” the manager said politely.  “I was just telling your brother that we haven’t seen you since breakfast.”

      Teague whipped around, his face harsh. “Where the fuck have you been?”

      “Out for a run. Is that a crime?”

      “You didn’t take your cell.”

      Tucker wiped sweat from his brow, a sarcastic comment bubbling up, but then he froze, stomach clenched.

      “Is she…is she talking?”

      Teague was already headed outside. “Yeah, Tuck. She’s awake. She’s finally conscious and talking, so get your ass in gear. We’re headed to the hospital.”

      Tucker followed his brother outside where a car was waiting, and they rode to the hospital in silence. He’d been wanting this moment to happen ever since he’d arrived in Havana. But now that he was so close, Tucker wasn’t sure he was ready to face a hard truth.

      Or maybe nothing at all.  Maybe this woman wouldn’t have any answers.

      “You ready for this?” Teague asked when they pulled up to the hospital.  Mr. Sanchez was waiting for them, his face calm as always.

      Tucker sighed and ran his hand over the thick stubble on his chin.  “Nope.  I have the feeling that my life is about to change again, and I have no idea if it’s headed in the direction I want it to.”

      He sank back into the seat and closed his eyes for a moment.  “For the longest time I wanted Marley alive and well and home with me.  It drove me crazy, you know?  Thinking that she was out there somewhere.  That she needed me.  That she was in trouble and I couldn’t get to her.”

      His eyes flew open, and he turned to Teague.  “I bought the old Blackheath place.”

      Teague didn’t say anything at first, most likely because he was thinking that Tucker was fucking crazy.  The old Blackheath place was a rundown Antebellum mansion up the coast, about an hour from his parents place in Florida.  The estate was in ruins and had fallen a long way from its notorious beginnings.  Built in the 1800’s by a pirate, John Le Black, it was home to his wife, a woman of means herself, and a lineage traced back to the court in England.

      It had been seized by the government in the early 19th century and at one time, had been used as a retirement home.  But it had fallen on tough times and even though considered a historical estate, was in danger of being condemned.

      “When the hell did you do that?” Teague asked.

      “About a year ago.”

      “Let me rephrase.  Why the hell did you buy that place?  That’s a money pit, if I ever saw one.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know.  I thought of maybe fixing it up.  I told myself I’d done it because Marley was coming back, but honestly, I have no idea why I plunked down all that cash.”

      It sounded crazy, even to his own ears.

      “When I picture Blackheath, I don’t see Marley. I never did. Sometimes I can’t remember what she looked like in the morning when she used to roll over and kiss me. That was my favorite time of the day. But I don’t remember the details. Shouldn’t I remember the details?”

      Teague said nothing, but he was there, and that was enough.

      “I don’t think about her every day, not in a long time, and I feel like the biggest asshole on the planet because of it.”

      “You’re not an asshole,” Teague said quietly.  “You’ve just learned to live again.  You’ve found someone else for Blackheath. There’s nothing wrong with that.  You need to close this chapter.  You need to know what the hell happened so that you can move on. And if by some miracle Marley is still out there, you’ll deal with it. I’ve got your back, Tuck.”

      It took a few seconds for Tucker to dislodge the giant lump in his throat.  “Thanks for being here. It means a lot.”

      “I’m just glad I was around when the shit hit.” Teague opened the door.  “Okay. We gonna do this?”

      Tucker followed his brother and Romero Sanchez down the familiar halls.  They took the elevator to the fourth floor and then continued down the hallway until they paused just outside the door.

      Dr. Garcia met them and after they all shook hands, the doctor motioned to the door.  “She’s doing well. A very strong woman, and she wants very much to talk to you.  Please, follow me.”

      “I’ll wait out here,” Teague said. “If you need anything, just give a shout.”

      Tucker didn’t wait. He didn’t stop to think.  He just did.

      He followed the doctor inside and strode toward the bed, all focus on the woman whose pale blue eyes found him immediately.

      The doctor smiled gently and took her hand.  “This is Mr. Simon.  He’s come a long way to see you.”  Dr. Garcia repeated his words in Spanish and then glanced over to Tucker. “Her English isn’t that good, so I can help with the translating if that’s all right?”

      Tucker nodded.  Where to start?

      “Can you ask her if she knows Marley.  Has she ever seen her?”

      The doctor spoke and the woman answered, her voice a little rough from the breathing tube.

      “She says no.”

      “Can you ask her how she ended up with Marley’s things?”

      Heart pounding, Tucker listened while the doctor translated and then again the woman spoke.  This time her voice rose a bit, and her blue eyes kept darting back and forth between the doctor and Tucker.

      The two of them spoke for what seemed like a long time, and with each passing moment, Tucker’s body tightened.  His hands were clenched to his side and his jaw was clamped down so hard that his teeth hurt.

      “Okay,” the doctor patted the woman’s hand before turning to Tucker.

      “Maria says that she found the bag in her brother’s home. She was cleaning his house and came across it along with some other things.”

      “What other things?”  Alarmed, Tucker stepped closer and the woman flinched.  What the hell had happened?

      “A medical bag of some sort and some books. She apologizes because she says her brother is a no good drunk. He’s a fisherman who doesn’t fish anymore, if you know what I mean. She asked him about the items.  He told her that he found them floating in the water.  He took the bag, found some American money inside it, so he kept it.”

      Tucker let this process a bit, his stomach tight.  He was cold as hell, but sweating like a son of a bitch and he didn’t mind admitting that he felt like puking.

      “I’m sorry Mr. Simon, but it seems as if your wife’s plane went down somewhere close to Cuba and this man found some of the wreckage.  Maria knew these things were important, and she was on her way to the United States embassy to return them.  Unfortunately, Maria was hit by a car on her way there and ended up here.  I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      For a few moments, there was only silence and then Tucker took that last step, reaching for her hand.  “Thank you,” he said quietly.

      Her eyes filled with tears, and she slowly nodded.

      He then turned to the doctor.  “Does she know where her brother found the wreckage?”

      Tucker had no idea why Marley’s plane was so far off course.  Their flight plan hadn’t called for them to be anywhere near the island of Cuba, but he was finally realizing he might not ever know.

      Doctor Garcia nodded. “She says that she can give an approximate location and maybe you will finally have all the answers you’ve been needing.”

      Tucker slowly backed away from the bed and paused at the door. “Thank you for everything. Both you and Mr. Sanchez have been great about all of this.  Anything that this woman, that Maria, needs.  Let me know. I will cover any cost.”

      “That’s very generous of you. I will make sure Maria is well looked after.”

      With one last handshake, Tucker walked out of the hospital room.

      Teague pushed off from the wall.  “Are we good?”

      “Yeah,” Tucker answered slowly.  “I think so.”

      The two men walked out of the hospital and not once did either of them look back.
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      Abby was just coming out of the kitchen when it happened.

      It was nearly ten in the evening and gentle snowflakes fell from a cloud-heavy February sky.  She’d just handed Cooper a “Mathew’s special” or as he liked to call it, Slippery Sex Drink, and was on her way to the living room where Betty, Beau, Jack and the rest of the Simon clan were gathered.

      The door to the apartment opened and her entire world froze.

      Abby stopped mid-stride and nothing short of an earthquake could have moved her.  Her feet felt as if they were encased in cement. Cement that had seeped into her veins, slowly filling her body with a heaviness that was painful.

      She couldn’t breathe, because it hurt too much.

      Couldn’t speak, because there were no words.

      Couldn’t move, because she had nowhere to go.

      Abby could do nothing but stare back into the piercing brown eyes that watched her from across the room.

      Teague moved out from behind Tucker and placed their bags on the floor, closing the door behind them as the entire room fell into silence.

      This reunion had been a long time coming. Those first few days had turned into nearly two weeks, and now that Tucker was here, only ten feet from her, Abby could do nothing but stare at him like a complete idiot.

      In her mind, she was already in his arms, but right here, right now, she was frozen. Screaming inside. Happy. Scared. Angry. Grateful.

      Tucker’s hair was lighter from his time in the sun, his skin tanned.  With a few days worth of stubble on his chin, he looked dangerous and sexy and so much like home, that Abby wanted to cry.

      “Tucker,” his mother said, rising from the sofa.

      Tucker’s gaze didn’t waver from Abby. He strode across the room, his long legs eating up the space between them in less time that it would take for Cooper to pound back his Mathews Special.

      Before Abby could react, his arms were around her, and she was crushed to his chest. Oh God, his warmth.  His flesh and blood beneath her.

      She still couldn’t breathe.  Or speak. Or move.

      She heard someone talking—Teague?

      But then Tucker scooped her up into his arms without saying a word to anyone, and headed for their bedroom. Abby buried her nose in his neck and tried to keep it together, but every inch of her was trembling.

      Tucker kicked their bedroom door shut and then his hand was on her face, his touch gentle.

      Something finally turned on inside Abby, and her eyes flew open.

      “I love you.”  Tucker’s voice was rough, but there was no mistaking the emotion that laced those words.  His eyes held hers’ prisoner.  “I love you, Abigail Mathews and I’m sorry that I waited so long to tell you.”

      That was it.  Abby was done for.  With those three little words, Tucker had wrecked her.

      “Oh,” she said, trying to bury her face in her hands. She was overwhelmed.  Overwrought. Wrecked.

      Gently, he tugged her hands away.

      He kissed her forehead and murmured, “I love you.”

      Then he sought out the corner of her eyes, his tongue sweeping the edge and taking care of the tears that sat there.  “I love you.”

      And then he claimed her mouth, a soft, gentle claiming that was more of a caress.  All of the emotion inside her bubbled to the surface, and she made a strangled noise, her muscles suddenly free as she moved in his arms.  She needed to get as close to Tucker as she could.

      God, she’d crawl inside him if it were possible.  Bathe in his spirit, live in his soul.  She wanted this man on every single level that existed.

      He deepened the kiss, both hands sunk deep in her hair, holding her in place as his lips and tongue connected them once more.  It was a soft, sensual kiss of welcome.  A kiss of coming home.  A kiss of promises and a future.

      And it was a kiss that said he belonged to her.

      “Hey,” Tucker said when they finally came up for air.  “You okay?”

      She brushed that long piece of hair off his forehead that always seemed to creep down.  “You’re home.  You’re home, so yeah, I’m good.”  She smiled, sniffling a bit when he wiped the corner of her eyes again.

      “Sorry.  Don’t mean to ugly cry.  I just…” She shook her head. “It’s been a long few weeks, and I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.”

      “I’m so damn tired,” he admitted.  “And I know I’ve got a lot of stuff to explain.  Hell, I might not even be able to explain it all, but I’ll try.”

      Abby gently pushed back until she was kneeling on the floor in front of him.  Very carefully, she undid the laces on his Docs and pulled off his boots, aware that his dark eyes were on her.  Next came his socks.

      She stood, held her hand out and pulled him to his feet.

      “Your family is in our living room,” she said.

      “Yeah.”

      “I should go and see to them.“

      “No.”

      “No?” She couldn’t help it.  Some of the happiness in her heart had found its way outside, and a small smile touched her mouth.

      “Nope.”  He was already tugging his T-shirt over his head.

      “We’re going to bed.”

      “We are?”

      “Yep.”  His hands were on the waistband of his jeans.

      “But what about your parents?“

      He smiled tiredly.  “They’ll figure it out, Miss Mathews.”

      His jeans were off, and he stretched, totally unmindful of how amazing he looked in his black boxers and nothing else.

      “It’s your turn,” he said crowding her toward the bed.  “I’ve missed that adorable tattoo.”

      Abby undressed, down to her tank top and undies, but before she could slide onto the bed, he stopped her, his hand on her hip, yanking the top of her boy shorts down.

      “There it is,” he said huskily, bending over and closing his mouth over the small orange dragonfly that was there.

      “So hot,” he whispered against her skin. “But babe?” He was pushing her onto the bed now.

      “Yes?”

      “Sexytimes are gonna have to wait.  I’m dead tired and all I want is to hold you so that I can finally fall asleep. God, I can’t remember the last time that I slept.”

      Abby slid up against him, her back to his chest, clutching his arm where it rested just below her breasts.  For the longest time, she just held him, loving the feel of her man back in their bed, and like a cat, she stretched into his warmth.  Listened to the slow, steady beat of his heart.

      I love you.

      Three little words that meant so much.

      “That sounds perfect,” she murmured.

      But he was already asleep.
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      Abby woke up moaning, her body hot, Tucker already inside her.

      “Good morning, Miss Mathews,” he rasped in her ear as he slowly moved in and out, long thrusts that spread liquid heat.  Her back was still flush to his chest and his hands gently massaged her nipples.

      She was naked, clothes tossed who knows where, the covers bunched up at their feet.  Not surprisingly, she was totally okay with that.

      “Good morning, Mr. Simon.”

      A slow, satisfied grin fell over her face as she began to move in tandem with him.  She’d missed sex a lot over the last few weeks, but more than that, she’d missed the feel of him beside her in bed. Behind her. Against her. Inside her.

      She missed the connection that only Tucker Simon gave her.

      “You feel so good,” he said close to her ear. She arched her back, stretching her neck so that when she turned slightly, she was able to nip at him.

      “So. Damn. Good,” he groaned, thrusting in and out.

      One of his hands slid down her stomach, long fingers trailing over flesh that quivered.  When he settled his hand between her legs, she was ready.  Angling her legs open slightly, she held her breath when his fingers slid into her slickness, the rough pads finding her clit almost immediately.

      “There she is,” he said, rubbing her in a slow, torturous motion.

      “Oh, Tucker.”

      She covered his hand with one of hers, pressing him into her harder as their tempo increased.

      “Hold on, babe.  I need this to last.”

      He bit her shoulder, a gentle nip, and then kissed his way along her neck.  “I need to feel you,” he whispered.  “I need to love you.”

      Abby closed her eyes, fighting the tears she felt pooling in the corners again.  “I want you to love me,” she said softly as they moved together.

      Their bodies strained into each other, and Tucker held her as if he was never letting go.  His hands drove her crazy. His fingers and tongue.  His mouth was everywhere. And through it all, he murmured over and over again, how much he loved her.

      Tucker Simon loved Abigail Mathews with a fierceness she’d not felt before. But it was a fierceness that was to be embraced, not one to fear.

      His body fit into hers perfectly.  Their rhythm could have been a song.

      And as Tucker made love to her that morning, so tenderly and passionately that it brought tears to her eyes, she knew that this was the true beginning for them.  Tucker had finally let go of his past.  They had faced the darkness and won.
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      “Did you cancel the rest of my appointments?”

      Tucker popped his head into his assistant’s office on his way back to his own. He’d just come out of a breakfast meeting and was itching to get the hell out of there. It was the last Friday in March, and he had places to go and one woman to see.

      “I did.  And I’ve transferred your ticket information to your phone.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      “Also, you’ve got company.”

      He glanced at his office door and tried not to groan. “Who is it?”

      “It’s uh…” Watching his assistant stumble over her words and blush like a freaking school girl told Tucker one thing. His visitor was a Simon.

      “Which one?” he asked, trying not to laugh. She was one hundred percent professional with any of the high profile athletes who walked into the office. But when a Simon popped by?  She was all kinds of flustered.

      She cleared her throat. “It’s um, Beau and,” her blush intensified. “Jack.”

      Ah.  So her Simon crush was Jack. Interesting.

      “Thanks.  Why don’t you knock off early, and remember I won’t be in until Wednesday next week, so anything that’s pressing is gonna have to wait.”

      Beau and Jack stood in front of his office window, gazing down at the busy streets below. They were talking, but the voices were so low Tucker couldn’t hear a thing.  Both of them were dressed casual, though Beau was tanned, just back from a vacation in the Bahamas with Betty Jo.

      “Nice surprise boys. I wasn’t expecting to see you.”

      Both men turned around, and it was obvious that they hadn’t heard him come in.

      “What’s up?  You got a premiere or something I forgot about?” he asked Beau.  His mind was turning, already chugging ahead.

      He had plans.  And as much as he loved his family, appreciated a visit from his brothers, Tucker wanted the hell out of the city.

      “Nope,” Beau replied. “I flew in because I’ve got something to ask you and Jack here,” he poked their older brother.  “Well, he’s got his own shit storm to deal with and was looking to get away.”

      That got Tucker’s interest. “Shit storm, huh?  What did you do? Walk across Monique’s white carpet with muddy shoes? Accidentally drown that sorry excuse that she calls a dog?”

      Jack scowled. “Watch it. That sorry excuse of a dog belongs to me.”

      Tucker glanced over at Beau, but Beau was trying real hard not to laugh.

      “I don’t get it,” Tucker said.  He had a feeling this was gonna be good.

      “Monique and Jack are no longer a couple.” Beau choked out on a laugh, and now Jack’s scowl was reaching epic proportions.

      “Okay,” Tucker replied. “But I still don’t get it.”

      “Apparently our brother here,” Beau poked Jack again.

      “Watch it, pretty boy,” Jack warned.

      Beau chuckled.  “Our Jack here was caught leaving a night club in Miami.”

      Huh.  Tucker’s eyes were on Jack. His oldest brother wasn’t exactly the club type.

      “And?” Tucker asked.

      “At three in the morning,” Beau continued, his grin nearly as big as Jack’s scowl. “Looking like crap with his shirt unbuttoned, tie undone and accompanied by none other than Donovan James.”

      No. Shit.

      Jack shoved his hands into his front pockets.  “Don’t ask,” was all he said.

      “I can’t help it,” Tucker laughed. “I gotta ask.”

      “Don’t,” Jack bit out.

      “Where the hell does the dog figure into all of this?”

      Jack stared at him, mouth half open, and then he shrugged. “That is a long story.”

      “I bet,” Tucker replied. “Look I’d love to have a beer and shoot the shit and get up to speed on the family drama, but guys, I’m heading out of town with Abby.”

      “Blackheath?” Jack asked.

      Tucker nodded. “It’s time.”

      For a few moments, all three brothers were quiet and then Beau spoke quietly.  “I’m glad for you, Tuck.  She’s a lucky girl.”

      Something shifted between the three of them. Some understanding that things in the past, things now finished, were finally gone and buried.  These guys had seen Tucker through a lot.  Jack had done his damnedest to facilitate a quick recovery of the wreckage.

      The media frenzy and subsequent mania had died down, but not until a painful goodbye.  All three members of Marley’s team, including Marley, had been found.  No one knew why they were so far from where they were supposed to be.  Was it pilot error?  Mechanical error?

      Those were questions that would remain unanswered.

      Beau slapped him on the shoulders.  “So, the reason I’m here.”  He cleared his throat.  “I’m getting married, and I want you up there with me.”

      “Married.”

      Beau nodded. “Yep.”

      “To who?” Tucker asked with a chuckle.

      “Funny,” Beau replied.

      Tucker embraced his brother. “I’m there.  When’s the big day?”

      “I wanted to tie the knot when we were in the Bahamas, but she’s insisting it be a family thing, and since she’s got a film to shoot and I’m producing another after that, looks like it will be a winter wedding. We’re hoping before the end of the year.”

      “Sounds good,” Tucker said.  “I’m really happy for you.”

      His brother flashed a smile. “Tell Abby I said hello.”

      “Will do.”  He glanced over to Jack.  “So, Donovan James?”

      “It’s nothing.  The papers will make a big deal out of nothing.”

      Tucker didn’t say anything, but he recognized the look in his brother’s eyes.  He had a feeling Jack’s life was about to get a whole lot complicated.

      But he wasn’t going to worry about it right now.  Right now, he needed to see his woman in the worst way possible.

      Blackheath.  What the hell was she going to say to that?

      Tucker said his goodbyes, told his brothers to let themselves out of his office and less than five minutes later, he was outside hailing a taxi.

      Guess he was going to find out.
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      Old Joe leaned over the bar.  “Your boyfriend is here.”

      Abby glanced up and watched the sexiest man she knew walk into the bar.  Just like that her heart took off, and she settled back for a second just to watch him. He strode through the bar with the confidence of a man who was in charge.  A man who knew where he was going and what he wanted.

      A man who was used to being in the public eye and didn’t give a crap.  Which was something Abby was still getting used to.  Or at least trying to get used to.  But America sure as hell loved the Simons and there was always one of them in the news.

      She thought back to the piece that had just run on the TV a few minutes ago, and she was relieved because it looked like, at least for the time being, it was going to be Jack’s turn to be in the spotlight.

      Tucker had changed and was in jeans and leather.

      “That’s a good look for you,” she said, voice a little husky when he bent over the bar and kissed her.

      A few wolf whistles erupted around them, but she didn’t care and neither did Tucker.  He kissed her for so long that her insides turned to mush, and if they weren’t in the middle of The Black Dog, she would have had him naked and inside her in less time than it took to toss him on the bar. That’s how intense her need was for this man.

      “Guys,” Mick said roughly. “This is a public bar. Can you save that shit for later?”

      Tucker slowly let her go and nodded to her brother.  “You have her stuff?”

      Wait. What?

      She glanced at her brother, but Mick was handing over a large bag.  Her bag. Her travel bag.

      “Where did you get that?” she asked, Mick.

      “I dropped it off last night,” Tucker said.

      “Okay,” Abby replied, not understanding.

      “You have her shifts covered?”

      “What’s going on?” she asked.  But Mick was edging her out.

      “Here’s your jacket,” he said, giving her a quick kiss before turning back to Tucker. “I’ve got it covered.”

      “Good.”

      “No,” Abby said. “This isn’t good.  I don’t like surprises. What the hell is going on?”

      “Come on, Miss Mathews.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “I guess you’ll find out when we get there.”  Tucker nodded to Mick. “Thanks for everything.”

      “You just take care of my sister.”

      “I plan on it.”

      “Mick?” she asked, taking a step toward the door.

      “Just go, Abigail.  Be happy.”

      Something in the tone of his voice grabbed at her, and she slipped out of Tucker’s grasp, running back to her brother and hugging him fiercely.  “I love you,” she whispered.

      “Ditto.”

      She turned around and Tucker grabbed her hand, leading her outside, her bag thrown over his shoulder.

      It reminded her of another time.  That first time she’d gone away with him. And she let the warmth of those memories wash over her.  They kept her company all the way to the airport where she finally found out their destination.

      Florida.

      Tucker was being way too mysterious, but she loved this side of him and didn’t press the matter even though she was dying to know what all the secrecy was about.  Her first thought was that they were visiting his parents, but then she was pretty sure they were still in Europe.

      At one point, she opened her mouth to ask a question, and he pressed his lips to hers, kissing her senseless.

      “That’s sneaky,” she said, out of breath.

      “I know.”

      “This is killing me.”

      He grinned. “I know that too.”  And then he held her hand until they landed in Miami where a car was waiting for them.

      “Not much longer,” Tucker said as they settled in the back. “We’re headed toward the Keys.”

      “That’s not a lot of information, Mr.  Simon.”

      “I know.”

      She rested her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes, deciding to just go with it and enjoy the fact that they were together. Abby must have dozed off because Tucker shook her, and she came awake with a start.

      “Hey,” he said in her ear, dropping a kiss on her nose. “We’re here.”

      It was late afternoon and the sun was low in the sky.  Abby stretched and glanced out the window, but all she saw were overgrown trees.

      “Where are we?”

      Tucker tugged on her hand and after instructing the driver to wait, he opened the car door and waited for her to join him.

      Something was up.  Something big. She could see it in his eyes.

      “Abby,” he said quietly.

      Tucker bent down and kissed her so sweetly, his mouth so gentle and so giving, that like the emotional baby she’d been lately, tears immediately sprang to her eyes.

      “Hey,” he said pulling away. “Don’t cry.”

      Something about the tone of his voice and the look in his eyes pulled at all sorts of stuff inside her.

      “I can’t help it.  What’s going on, Tucker?”

      They were leaning against the car, and she had no idea what the driver was thinking, but at the moment, she didn’t care.  She could have been standing there buck naked with a basket of bananas on her head, and she wouldn’t have cared.

      Something important was about to happen.  She could feel it.

      “I love you.  You know this.”

      She nodded, but didn’t speak.

      “I want us to be together.”

      Again she nodded, though she frowned. They were sharing an apartment.  They lived together.

      “This here,” he motioned in the air around him.  “This place is called Blackheath. It’s kind of infamous around this area because the house was built by a pirate.”

      “A pirate?”

      He grinned, and that flash of the young boy he must have been made her want to hug and kiss him silly.

      “Yeah. A pirate.”

      “I still don’t understand.”

      His hand slid to hers once more, and he pulled her away from the car, leading her a few feet away. And then he turned her around.

      Abby’s mouth fell open.

      Several hundred feet away stood an old antebellum mansion, though from her first quick glance, it looked in need of some serious love and attention.

      “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, the artist in her visualizing what it was. What it could be.

      “Come on.”

      Tucker led her down an overgrown path that led to the house, and when they got closer, she saw that the windows were broken and missing, the paint was peeling and the general condition was much worse than she’d originally thought.

      “It’s amazing, Tucker.”  She turned to him.  “But I don’t understand what we’re doing here.”

      “I grew up in Florida, and no matter where I am, it will always be home.  I only moved to New York to…”

      Her heart turned over.

      “I moved to New York to get away from the memories, and for the most part, it worked.  I think for a while there, I needed to get away.  Needed to put some distance between myself and everything that Florida represented to me. But…”

      He glanced away, and for the first time, a bit of fear took hold.

      “But?” Abby prodded, suddenly desperate to know where all of this was going.

      “It’s time for me to come back.”  He gestured toward the house.  “I bought Blackheath last year.  Just before I met you.  It was a spur of the moment thing, and I didn’t tell anyone because I was pretty sure my family would have thought I’d gone off the deep end.”   He chuckled. “Hell, for the longest time, I thought I had.  But then I met you and things got better.”

      He put his hands on her shoulders and gazed into her eyes so intently that Abby felt as if he could see into her soul.

      “The thing of it is, I didn’t know until recently that I bought this place for a reason. This is my future, Abigail, and I guess I’m hoping that…”

      His hands crept up to either side of her face, and he cradled her, his eyes never wavering. “I’m hoping that you’ll consider sharing this future with me.”

      “What are…you…what do you mean exactly?”

      Oh God. Think Abby. Think.

      “I love you Abigail Mathews, and I want to grow old with you. I want to watch you paint.  I want to watch you sleep. I want to watch your belly grow large with our kids. I want a family. I want a dog.  Hell, I’d even consider a cat because I know you like the one in the office.  For you, I’d do anything.” He shrugged. “That’s all I got.  I want you, and I think that this could be our home.”

      Abby’s heart was so close to busting wide open, it was crazy. She was so full of love for this man that someone could have chopped one of her limbs off and she wouldn’t have known.

      She was so crazy in love with Tucker that to actually hear those words was pretty overwhelming. How long had she dreamed of them?

      She leaned into him, suddenly weak in the knees and feeling like an idiot because of it.

      “Abby,” Tucker whispered, holding her close.  “Say something.  Will you move here with me?  I know it might be hard to move away from your brothers.  From your family, but I promise we’d see them.  Can this be our place?”

      She got her shit together and sniffling, looked up at him and nodded.  “Well then, Mr. Simon. I guess I’m going to need a hell of a lot more than the bag we brought.”

      The grin that spread across Tucker’s face was priceless, and he bent low to kiss her.  “About that bag.”

      “Hmm?” she murmured content to stay this way forever.

      “We’ve got to head back to the airport.”

      She whipped her head up. “Why?”

      “This was just a pit stop. Our real trip is only beginning. We never made it to Costa Rica and uh, I don’t know about you, but I’ve been dreaming of five days of sun, beach, no one else around and more sex than I can handle.”

      “Five days,” she said with a giggle, thinking that her bag was way too small for that long of a getaway.  “What the hell is in my bag?”

      “I threw some stuff in.”

      “Stuff.”

      He nodded, leading her back toward the car.  “Shampoo, a dress. You know that little black one with the slit that makes me crazy. Maybe a bathing suit.”

      “That’s it?”

      “We’re going to be alone, lady, and last I heard, tan lines aren’t in.”

      “What are we going to do for five days?” she said lightly, as she slid inside the car, her eyes behind him on the house that would one day be her home.

      “I was thinking the trifecta.”

      “That sounds impressive.”

      “It is. Sand. Sun. Sex.”  Tucker scooped her into his arms and held her as the car sped away from Blackheath, heading back to the airport.  “It’s called the S trifecta.”

      ‘You just made that up.”

      “Do you care?”

      “No.”

      He nipped her ear. “You in?”

      “Totally.”

      “Then when we’re bored of the S trifecta, we’ll have to think of something else.”

      “Ha! Like that will happen.”

      “Let me rephrase. When we get a moment.” His mouth was on her throat. “You know some downtime.”

      “When you need to rest.”

      “Yeah. When I need to recharge my batteries we’ll start planning a future.”

      Abby settled back against his chest.  “That sounds kind of perfect.”

      “Yeah,” Tucker murmured. “It’s my kind of perfect.”

      She closed her eyes, afraid to open them and find out it was all a dream. But hours later as they made love on a beach in Costa Rico, Abby realized her future was now. With this man.

      It truly was more than perfect. It was her perfect.

      And it was only the beginning.
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      Chapter one

      

      If Jack Simon was a betting man, he’d lay money down on the fact that tonight wasn’t going to end well. Hell, if he could go back in time he’d be up for a do-over, because about two minutes after he’d opened his eyes, his day had pretty much gone into the toilet.

      For starters, his roommate (a fluff ball named Coco who weighed less than a small cat) decided to crap on the floor instead of waiting to be let outside. He’d inherited the dog after a nasty break-up with his ex, and damned if the little guy didn’t do everything in his power to piss Jack off. He supposed the dog had a right to be a pain in the ass, what with being male and having a name like Coco, but still….

      After dealing with that mess, Jack had gone for an early morning jog, and he’d somehow managed to twist his ankle on a piece of driftwood.  Seriously. Driftwood.

      He’d hobbled back to his place—cursing the entire time because what kind of moron runs over driftwood on a near empty beach—only to find that the little turd, Coco, had somehow managed to open the patio door and was gone.

      Now another guy might have let it go. Closed the door and forgotten about a dog who, according to Jack’s way of seeing things, wasn’t worth the aggravation.  But Jack Simon had a conscience, and even though he and Coco didn’t see eye to eye most days, he couldn’t leave the dog outside to fend for himself.  Christ a goddamn eagle could fly away with him.

      He found Coco hiding underneath the porch of a neighboring beach house, the one owned by a crotchety old lady named Ella. The woman was grumpier than his uncle Bellamy, and that was saying something.  Not only was she a staunch Republican who disliked pretty much everything that Jack stood for, she also liked to gossip, and she’d been riding Jack about Donovan James for months.

      Seems Ella had always been a fan of the singer and was mighty excited about the prospect of Jack and Donovan reuniting. Photos of Jack and Donovan had surfaced a few months back, and she’d been riding his ass ever since.

      Ella: So when are you going to up and marry that girl?

      Jack: When I do, you’ll be the first to know (sarcasm drenched retort).

      Ella: Don’t be smart with me, Mr. I’m-so-handsome-it-hurts-to-look-in-the-mirror.

      Jack: Aw, Miss Ella, you’re making me blush.

      Ella: Only women blush. Are you a pansy or what?

      By the time Jack returned to his own beach house with Coco he was severely behind schedule.  Something his mother had been more than happy to remind him about much later in the day, since he was nearly an hour and a half late for his own fundraiser.

      A fundraiser for the Everglades, and one he’d been working on for the better part of four months. A fundraiser that most of the Simon clan had come out to support, including his brothers Tucker and Beau, as well as his cousin Cooper.

      And a fundraiser that Donovan James had definitely not been invited to.

      So why the hell was she across the room wearing a dress that barely covered her lady parts, with some guy’s arm draped across her shoulders as if it had every right to be there?  Jesus, his hair was almost as long as Donovan’s, and Jack knew that wasn’t her thing. Who the hell was he?

      “Keep that up and the gossip rags are going to have a field day,” Tucker Simon said, as he sidled up to the bar where Jack was currently nursing a scotch and glaring in the general direction of the woman who still managed to get under his skin like no other woman he’d ever known.

      “What?” Jack barked, turning to his brother.

      “You look like you want to take that guy down.”  Tucker’s grin was wide as he accepted a cold beer from the bartender.  “And don’t think I’m the only one who noticed. Mom’s got her eye on you, and if you’re not careful, she’ll drag someone over to occupy your time and God forbid it’s one of Marianne Meddencourt’s daughters.  They’re all lined up like a bunch of Barbie Dolls just waiting for a chance at one of the eligible Simon boys. Maverick was smart to stay away from this event.”

      “No shit.” Jack’s scowl deepened. “Who invited her?” he asked gruffly.

      “Marianne Meddencourt?”

      Jack took a moment. If his brother wasn’t careful, Jack would have no qualms about taking him out back and working out some of the aggression he was currently feeling.

      “Donnie,” he replied, before downing the entire glass of scotch in a gulp that would have made his Uncle Bellamy proud (the aforementioned old grump), and Uncle Bellamy was a professional drinker.

      “You didn’t?” Tucker asked and Jack could tell his brother was surprised.

      “No, dammit.  I did not invite Donovan James. She and I are like oil and water. You know that. Christ, I’ve barely recovered from the mess those pictures created the last time I saw her.”

      Silence greeted his outburst, and Jack sighed heavily.  “Sorry, Tuck. I just...I wasn’t expecting to see her.  Not tonight. It’s been a shit day.”

      Tucker cleared his throat and gave a slight shake of his head, and if Jack had been on his game, he would have picked up on it. But Jack was so far off his game, he didn’t have a clue. And when she spoke, his mood went from dark to much darker. As in he needed to break something, darker.

      “Sorry, sugar.  I can leave if y’all want me to, but I don’t want to disappoint the crowd.”

      Jack’s eyes narrowed and every single muscle in his shoulders tightened. He glanced up at the bartender, Mike, according to the name tag.  The guy didn’t hesitate.  He poured another double scotch and handed it over. “You’re gonna need this, Mr. Simon.”

      Smart man, Jack thought.

      He grabbed the tumbler and turned around, aware that some of the folks nearby were doing that polite-stare-thing.  You know, the one where they pretend like hell that they’re not listening, but in fact a bunch of naked people could waltz through the room and they wouldn’t notice.

      Donovan stood a few inches away, and it was obvious that she’d heard everything he’d just said. All signs pointed to the fact that the woman was more than a little pissed. Her cheeks were flushed. Her eyes shiny like glass.  But most telling, the tick was there.  That small little tick near her mouth on the right side, a smidge past the most famous mole in the world (or infamous according to some).

      For a moment, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from her mole.  Or that luscious mouth.  But then, of course, she opened it—the mouth that is—and ruined any fantasies that still lived inside his head.

      “Jack Simon, if you don’t stop staring at me like that, I’m going to start thinking that you still have feelings for me.”

      Oh he had feelings for the woman, but they were nothing along the lines of what she was insinuating. He flexed his hands and rolled his shoulders.  That ride had crashed and burned years ago, and she’d been the one driving the goddamn car.

      She paused, smoothing her hands over her little black dress, which only managed to stretch the fabric tight across her chest and her hips.

      “But that’s not possible is it?  I mean, you high-handed political types don’t like to mess around with us hee-haws from the Ozarks…at least not in public.”

      The jab was subtle, but it was there nonetheless.  Should he feel sorry for her?  Maybe, but right now all he felt was a slow burn settling under his skin.

      After they’d been photographed leaving that damn Miami nightclub a few months back, the story had gone viral, and it was a story that still had life. The paparazzi had made his life hell and though Jack was used to being in the spotlight, it had become more than a little insane.  His brother Beau with all his Hollywood hype was used to that kind of exposure, not Jack.

      Jack’s people had immediately put their own spin on the pictures and the story, telling the media that he and Donovan, though a couple years ago, were definitely not involved. Their past was just that, the past, and had no bearing on the present.

      That night had been wrong from start to finish.

      Jack had ended up at the nightclub with a crowd he didn’t usually hang with, including a few up-and-comers in the Democratic party. The place was buzzing because Donovan James was in the house. And damn, but she was more than a little drunk. The girl could handle her whiskey just fine, but he’d seen her sucking back wine like it was water. Why else would she have rubbed herself all over him like a cat?

      One look at her, and he knew trouble was coming if he didn’t get her the hell out of that club. They’d been broken up for years, but she still managed to tug on that over-protective streak inside him. There’d been stories that had managed to penetrate his cocoon. Out-of-control partying, fights with her manager (who also happened to be her mother), and love affairs gone bad.

      Jack was pretty sure fifty percent of it was bullshit, but still it didn’t help that she seemed so goddamn small and vulnerable.

      She’d come to the club with some second string movie actress known more for snorting lines than saying them—and no security. After she tried to kiss Jack for the second time, he’d taken her outside, and they’d grabbed a cab, though Donovan had passed out before they made it back to her hotel. Once she was safe in her room, he’d called his cousin Maverick. The two were close and he knew that Rick would look after her.

      He and Donovan were no good for each other.  Hell, the only thing they were good at was sex and fighting, and he’d outgrown that kind of relationship years ago.

      That was it. End of story.

      Yet as he stared into eyes so blue they looked as if the sky was captured inside them, he had to wonder if it was the end of the story after all.

      She’d called him the next day, but by the time he’d gotten the message, she’d already cleared out of the hotel and was headed back to LA. Jack had left it at that, figuring Donovan James was a can of worms he could do without opening.  He didn’t have time to deal with something that would only bite him in the ass.

      She arched a brow at him. “So how’s your lady friend, Monique? I don’t see her here.”

      “We’re not friends anymore.”

      “That’s too bad.”

      “Isn’t it.”

      Tucker’s fiancé, Abby Mathews joined them at the bar just then, a smile on her face as she slipped into his brother’s embrace. “What’s up?” she asked.

      Maybe her words were the catalyst that moved Jack forward, or maybe it was the fact that the guy who’d been all over Donovan moments earlier was heading their way.  Whatever it was, he was pretty damn sure that Donovan was just as surprised as Jack was when he took that step and grabbed her hand.

      The fundraiser was being held at the Beach House Golf and Country Club in the keys and Jack led her out back to the gardens that overlooked the ninth green.

      It was humid and he tugged at his tie irritably. What the hell was he doing?

      “You can let go,” Donovan said slowly.

      “What?” Jack bit out, eyes moving over the shiny blond hair that hung past her shoulders in loose waves, the way a woman’s hair should. She was tiny, barely coming to his chest in heels and he felt a powerful urge to scoop her up.

      “My hand,” she said again, tugging a bit until he released her.  She took a step back, her subtle scent left to linger between them, and jutted her chin out.  “What’s going on Jack?”

      “Why are you here?” he asked.

      “Grace asked me to come and sing.”

      “Grace.” Of course.  His younger sister’s mission in life was to be a pain in his butt.

      Donovan smiled, a slow kind of thing that didn’t spread to her eyes.  No way in hell. Those glittered like cold chips of blue ice.

      “Grace likes my music, and I’ve always had a soft spot for her. We’ve kept in touch.”  She shrugged. “I couldn’t say no.”

      “Bullshit.”  Jack tugged on his tie so hard the top button of his dress shirt popped off.  He yanked the offending piece of silk from his neck and stuffed it into the front pockets of his slacks.

      This was all wrong.  All of it.  What was he doing dancing this dance with Donovan?   There was nothing between them but a pile of hurt, and from his perspective, that pile wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

      “You’re right,” she answered taking a step closer to him. “I’m not here just because of Grace. I had another reason to come.”

      For several long moments, he stared down at her, watching the play of shadows across her face.

      “Are you going to share that one with me?” he asked, his voice a little thicker than he’d like to admit.

      Long wisps of hair danced in the evening breeze as those eyes continued to regard him in silence.  She licked her bottom lip and damn if he didn’t feel a stirring of lust well up inside him.  Some things never changed, and this woman had always tapped into that He-Man part of him.  The part that wanted nothing more than to bend her over the table to their right, so that he could bury himself inside her.

      “I’m here for Cooper.”

      Wait. What?

      “Cooper,” he repeated, all thoughts of lust fleeing as he glared at the woman in front of him. A woman who used to belong to him but now….

      “You’re here for my cousin?” Something dark and heavy swirled inside him, and Jack clenched his hands into fists.

      Donovan nodded.  “You know what they say, Jack.”

      “No,” he managed to spit out.  “I don’t. Why don’t you enlighten me?”

      Donovan’s eyes flashed.  “Well you should since y’all fed those lies to the rags. The ones that said I’m nothing but a….” She cocked her head to the side, chest heaving and for a moment, he caught a glimpse of something painful.

      “They said I was nothing but a man-eater intent on making my way through the Simon clan.  I think one of the stories said I, uh,  liked a different man every night.”

      “Donnie,” he said, feeling like a shit for the first time.

      “Don’t call me that,” she said, chin up.

      For a moment, there was silence, and then she spoke, her voice full of smoke and whiskey. “I guess it doesn’t matter that the only Simon I’ve ever had is the one who makes no bones about the fact that I’m beneath him. Did you tell your people to spread those nasty things? What was it your press guy said? Ridiculous notion?” She shrugged and mimicked his press guy perfectly. “The up-and-coming senator-to-be and the white trash country singer from Arkansas. Now there’s a hit song if I ever heard one.”

      “Donovan,” he said roughly.  His throat was tight, and the urge to hit something was getting stronger by the minute.  He’d stopped that shit as soon as the stories started spiralling out of control. He’d not authorized a pack of lies, and he’d fired the person who’d spread them.

      But Donovan was done, and he never got the chance to explain. She slipped past Jack and just before disappearing inside the venue, she gave him one parting shot. “Thing is darlin’, I’ve decided that I don’t mind having myself another Simon or two, and Cooper will do just fine.”

      Moments ticked by. Moments where Jack didn’t see anything but black, because the anger inside him was that strong. He didn’t move for a long time.  Not until he heard her voice, that raspy, whisky soaked voice that slid across skin and leeched into bone. She was singing, and though he couldn’t make out the words, the notes were all minor.  Sad notes.  Melancholy notes.

      “You okay?” Tucker asked quietly from the shadows.  Jack must really be off his game because he hadn’t heard his brother approach.

      “Not even close,” he replied.

      Tucker just nodded.  “You want to bail?  I’ll come up with an excuse.”

      Jack couldn’t lie. The thought was tempting, but he shook his head. “Nah, I’ll be fine.”

      He squared his shoulders and followed Tucker back inside.
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