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Book
Four – Burn Out


 


As the President
of Titan Records, Evan Spencer knew he had big shoes to fill when his father,
Luc, retired and awarded him the top spot. Fifty hour work weeks turned into
eighty hours and his girlfriend, Erika, gave him an ultimatum… either he make
their relationship a priority or she’s leaving him. He doesn’t expect her to
follow through on her threat, until she does.


Erika Carlton knew
her ex-boyfriend, Evan, would be at their friend’s wedding in the Bahamas. One
week in a tropical paradise with her ex could be torture. It’s a good thing her
new boyfriend is there to act as a buffer.


Evan has a plan.
He has seven days and seven nights to prove to Erika that he’s willing to do
whatever it takes to salvage their relationship. But when she shows up with a
new man, Evan realizes he’s going to have to step up his plan or risk losing
her forever.






Prologue


One Year
Earlier


 


Evan Spencer
walked into his luxury penthouse to find two large suitcases by the door. His
heart did an unexpected flip-flop as he tried to find his voice. “Hey, Erika,
where are you, baby?”


He withdrew the
carefully wrapped box from his pocket. He told himself his girlfriend of almost
six years deserved the expensive diamond necklace he’d bought for her thirtieth
birthday, but even as he selected it and handed over his credit card, he knew
he was just trying to ease his guilty conscience with another meaningless gift
that did nothing to fill the void. As a veterinarian, Erika didn’t wear a lot
of jewelry to work and she’d never been the type of girl to be impressed by
material things. That was one of the reasons he loved and respected her so
much.


She walked out of
the bedroom and his gut twisted when he looked into her eyes. Carefully applied
make-up couldn’t conceal the redness that told him she’d been crying. “I’m
sorry I’m late, sweetheart. I got tied up at work.”


They were supposed
to attend an event for one of his artists at Jimmy’s bar tonight. As the newly
appointed President of Titan Records, these events had become par for the
course. Erika normally didn’t complain, but he knew she was disappointed when
he told her they’d have to postpone her birthday celebration in favor of a
party in someone else’s honor.


“It’s okay,” she
said, gesturing toward the suitcases. “I’ve been busy.”


Evan tried to
swallow the knot of dread threatening to choke him. “I can see that. What’s
goin’ on? What’s with the suitcases?”


He had asked her
to move in with him several months ago when it became obvious if he didn’t do
something to try and salvage their relationship, he would lose her. He couldn’t
let that happen, so he offered what he thought was a reasonable compromise. She
could move in with him so they could spend more time together, only it hadn’t
helped. Work still demanded the vast majority of his time. He rarely got home
before nine or ten at night and usually had to work weekends to meet the
demands of his job. The business required he travel more than he liked, but it
was a given in their industry. His father had done it for years, and their
mother accepted it. He told himself that Erika would as well, if she loved him
as much as he loved her.


She turned away
from him and walked toward the window.


Evan stared at her
a long time, waiting and praying she wasn’t about to tell him it was over. He
couldn’t imagine his life without her. They’d met in college and he’d been in
love with her ever since. When he thought about his future, his life beyond
Titan Records, it revolved around her and the children they wanted to have...
one day. Now he was terrified that day may never come.


When he couldn’t
stand the silence a second longer, he came up behind her and placed his hands
on her shoulders. “What’s goin’ on, sweetheart?”


Erika leaned in to
his chest a second before pushing away. She gripped the window ledge and the
diamond bezel on her watch sparkled.


The watch was
another expensive gift intended to ease his guilty conscience. He handed her
the wrapped box and whispered, “Happy birthday,” in her ear. “I love you.” When
she didn’t say anything, he said, “You gotta know how much I love you.”


She stepped out of
his arms without taking the box. “It’s not enough anymore. We both know that.”


“Don’t,” he
whispered. They’d had this argument so many times over the past year, and he
kept hoping things would get better. His job involved crisis management, and he
loved it, but he kept praying for the reprieve that never came so he could give
his girlfriend the time and attention she had every right to expect. “I don’t
want to argue tonight, not on your birthday.”


“You think this is
what I want?” she asked, looking up at him.


The raw pain he
saw in her bright green eyes tore at him. “Look, I know you’d rather do
something else tonight. Why don’t I see if I can get Ryan to handle this thing
at Jimmy’s? You and I can go and have a nice dinner-”


She glanced at her
watch, its showiness mocking him, reminding him that he really didn’t know her
at all if he thought a gift like that would compensate for the fact he was never
around.


“It’s after ten. I
had a salad hours ago.”


He hated that she
had spent her birthday alone, eating a cold salad in front of the TV, when he
should have been wining and dining her, proving to her that she was the most
important person in his life. “I’m sorry about that, but-”


She held her hand
up. “It’s okay. I’m not looking for any more apologies.” She sighed. “Quite
frankly, I’m tired of listening to them. Tired of pretending things will get
better when we both know they won’t.”


“Don’t say that.”
Feeling more panicked and helpless than he ever had, he could barely draw a
breath. “We can work this out. I know we can.”


She shook her
head. “I let myself believe that for the longest time.” A sad smile crossed her
face. “You don’t know how much I wanted to believe that. Letting go of you and
the dream of being your wife is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.”


“You can’t do
this.” There were no words to make her understand what he would sacrifice if
she would just give him one more chance to make up for his mistakes.


“I’m sorry, Evan.”
She reached for his hand. Looking at their joined hands for a long time, she
finally spoke. “You gave me some of the best years of my life, and you’ll
always have a special place in my heart.”


He gripped her
hand tightly, refusing to let go. “This is not over, it can’t be.”


“It’s been over
for a long time,” she whispered, looking up at him as the tears spilled down
her cheeks. “You have a new life now, one that doesn’t include me.”


“That’s not true,”
he said between clenched teeth. “You’re the best part of my life. You always
have been.”


“You don’t have
time for us anymore, and I can’t be with a man who treats me as an
afterthought.” She squared her shoulders and pulled her hand from his. “I
deserve better.”


“I can give you
better if you just give me a chance.”


“I’ve given you so
many chances.” She sighed as she walked to the end table and picked up a framed
photo of the two of them. She ran a fingertip over the glass before brushing
away the tear sliding down her cheek.


He knew she was
right. She’d told him half a dozen times they couldn’t go on this way, but he
fooled himself in to believing tomorrow would be a better day. Now he’d run out
of days to make things better. “Just one more. That’s all I’m askin’ for.
Please. You can’t throw away six years-”


She turned to face
him, effectively silencing him when he saw how much this was hurting her. “I
can’t invest a lifetime in a relationship that isn’t working. I can’t continue
to give my love to a man who has nothing to give me in return.”


Evan sank down on
the couch and dropped his head into his hands, tugging his cropped hair as he
struggled to find the words to heal the pain he’d caused her. “I do love you.
Damn it, why can’t I make you see that?”


She set the photo
down and came to stand in front of him. Dropping to her knees, she held his
hands. “I know you love me; that’s not what this is about.”


“Isn’t that the
only thing that matters?”


“Not anymore.” She
reached up to restore order to his tousled hair. “You were the first and only
man I’ve ever loved. My lover, my best friend… you were the center of my world
for the longest time, Evan. There’s nothing I wouldn’t have sacrificed to make
this relationship work.”


He knew everything
she said was true, which made it hurt all the more. “What can I do…?”


“You can let me
go,” she said quietly.


“I’d do anything
for you… anything but that.”


“I want to get
married, Ev.” She sunk her teeth into her full bottom lip. “I want to move on
to the next phase of my life.” She sat back on the upholstered ottoman, still
holding his hands in hers. “I want to have a nice house, a couple of kids, a
dog or two…” She released his hands and brushed away the tears. “I can’t wait
forever to start that phase, and I don’t want to.”


He said the only
thing he could think of to keep her from leaving. “Marry me.”


She closed her
eyes and tilted her head forward. “I can’t.”


“I thought that’s
what you wanted?” The frustration was mounting, and the man who was always in
control watched everything spiral out of control like a dark and dangerous
vortex pulling him into its core.


“No, what I want
is someone to share my life with, a husband who’ll be there to support me and
help me raise our kids.”


“I want to be your
husband,” he said, knowing anything he said now wouldn’t be enough to repair
the rift between them. “I want you to have my babies…” His voice broke when he
thought about the fact she would be another man’s wife now. She’d have someone
else’s babies. “God, Erika,” he said, bowing his head. “Don’t do this. Please.
I can’t lose you.”


She framed his
face with her hands. “You’re gonna be just fine without me, Ev. You’re the
strongest man I know.”


“No, you’re the
one who makes me strong. I can’t do what I do without you. Don’t you get that?”


She closed her
eyes as though her heart and head were still at war over her decision to leave
him. “Yes, you can. You were born to do this. You’re going to take that company
to heights your father never even dreamed possible.” She leaned in to kiss his
cheek. “And when you do, no one will be more proud of your accomplishments than
I will.”


“None of it
matters without you,” he said, pulling her into his arms. She clung to him as
he buried his face in her long, silky hair. “I don’t give a damn about that
company if I don’t have you to come home to at night.”


She ran her hand
along his jaw. “It may feel that way now, but in time, you’ll realize this was
for the best. You’ll have the time you need to devote to the business without
feeling guilty or torn about leaving me home alone so often. Trust me, you’ll
be glad I let you go to pursue your dream.”


He felt the sting
of tears burning his eyes, but he had already wasted too much time hiding the
truth from her. If he’d shown her how much she meant to him sooner, she
wouldn’t doubt their relationship now. “You’re so wrong.”


“It’s okay to have
goals and dreams that don’t include getting married and having kids. That’s not
the life for everyone.”


“It’s the life for
me,” he said, his voice sounding raspy. “It’s what I want… with you.”


She brushed her
lips across his cheek. “I have to go. My parents are expecting me. I’m going to
stay with them for a while, until I can find a place of my own again. The
movers will be by tomorrow to pick up the rest of my things… while you’re at
work. I’ll leave your key on the front desk when I’m finished.”


“Keep it,” he
said, desperate to hold on to the hope that she could change her mind and come
back to him. “Just in case.”


She kissed him
gently on the lips, wiping away the tears that collected on his lower lashes.
“I’m not going to change my mind. I’m sorry.”






Chapter One


Evan Spencer
stared down the length of the table, watching the woman he planned to marry,
talking and laughing with the man at her side. It killed Evan to see Erika
having fun with someone else, knowing he would be taking her home
tonight, sharing her bed, giving her the kind of pleasure she used to find only
in his arms.


“I know this has
gotta be hard on you, man,” Ryan Spencer said, clapping his brother on the
shoulder. “If you wanna leave, no one would blame you.”


He was there to
celebrate the pending nuptials of his best friend, Dominic. They’d all gone to
college together and Erika developed a friendship with Dominic’s fiancée, Lena.
She’d agreed to be one of Lena’s bridesmaids, which meant the next few weeks
would be torture as they all planned to accompany the couple to the Caribbean
for their wedding.


“I can handle
this,” Evan said, getting to his feet. There was no sense maintaining the
awkwardness that had defined their previous meetings. The next several weeks
would go much smoother if they made the effort to call a truce, for the benefit
of Dom and Lena, as well as the rest of their friends and family.


He paused beside
Erika, glaring at the man at her side before he extended his hand to her. “May
I have this dance?”


The table fell
silent as everyone held their collective breath, waiting for Erika to respond.
Her eyes darted to her date before she plastered a smile on her face and said,
“Of course.” She stood, tossing her napkin on her chair. “Excuse us,” she said
to the rest of the group.


She allowed Evan
to take her hand as he led her toward the small dance floor. He took it as a
sign she wanted to keep things civil as much as he did. She slipped into his
embrace as though she belonged there, and for a fraction of a second, he
allowed himself to pretend the last year hadn’t happened.


“How have you
been?” she asked, looking up at him.


Her close
proximity was turning him inside out, but he refused to allow her to see how
much she affected him. Trying to get her back had cost as much of his dignity
as he was willing to surrender to the cause. He still loved her, suspected he
always would, but when she’d told him, in front of their friends, that she’d
fallen out of love with him long before she walked out of his life for the last
time, he knew it was time to let her go.


“I’ve been good…
busy.”


She spared a
glance at their table. “Your date is lovely. She seems nice too.”


He had driven
Natasha to the party, not as his date, but as a friend. They were both working
late and headed in the same direction, so it seemed logical they would drive
together. His brother, Ryan, may have hired her to work as an apprentice in
their legal department against Evan’s wishes, but he was man enough to admit
when he was wrong, and he’d clearly been wrong about Natasha. She was one of
the hardest working, sweetest, smartest women he’d met in a long time, and
their relationship had quickly evolved from employer / employee to friends.


“She’s just a
friend.” He looked at her date. “Of course that’s what you said about him in
the beginning, and it looks like y’all are well past the friends stage now.” It
killed Evan to see her walk in on that man’s arm, knowing he was probably one
of the main reasons for their break up. Although he couldn’t prove it, he
suspected the other man had talked him down to Erika for months before she
finally decided to move out of their home.


Her grip on his
shoulder tightened as her emerald eyes became cold and distant. “Not that it’s
any of your business, but I wouldn’t say it’s serious.”


“I’m sure that’s
not because he hasn’t tried to move things along though, am I right?” He knew
he was supposed to be smoothing the waters, but that wasn’t easy when he
thought about Erika being intimate with someone else.


“You don’t get
over a six year relationship overnight,” she said quietly as her eyes fell to
the opening of his button down shirt. “In fact, getting over you is harder than
I thought.”


His grip on her
waist tightened. It was the first bit of encouragement she’d given him since
she left and he couldn’t suppress the hope swelling in his chest. “It hasn’t
been easy for me either.” He decided to set his pride aside and tell her the
truth. “Who the hell am I kiddin’? I’ve never gotten over you. Don’t think I
ever will.”


She pressed her
hand against his chest. “Evan…”


“Sssh,” he said,
bringing her in closer. “Don’t say anything. Don’t list the reasons why it
would never work, or why I can’t be the man you need. I know all that. I just
want to hold you for a minute…” He hadn’t allowed himself to feel this
vulnerable and exposed with anyone in a long time. “I wanna pretend I can turn
back the clock and stop at a time when you were still in love with me.”


Erika settled her
head against his chest, and he knew she could hear the wild staccato of his
heart, but he didn’t care if she knew the effect she had on him. The world only
knew one side of him, Evan Spencer, President of Titan Records, but she knew
the good, the bad, and the ugly.


“It’s so good to
see you again,” she whispered. “I’ve missed you.”


“Not as much as
I’ve missed you.” He missed her all the time; when his head hit the pillow at
night, when he showered in the morning, drove to work, and every moment in
between. She’d claimed his heart years ago, and evidentially it was the one
thing she’d failed to leave behind when she left.


“I’m sorry I
didn’t return any of your calls after I left. It was just too painful.”


“I understand.” He
did understand. They both knew his sole reason for calling was to try and
convince her to give him another chance, and during those bleak days when he
had to adjust to returning home to a cold and empty apartment, he would have
said or done anything to get her to come back.


“Dom tells me
you’re still working crazy hours,” she said, looking up at him.


Evan wished he
could deny it. He’d like to tell her he was a changed man, a man she might
consider giving another chance, but so little had changed. If anything, he
worked more to fill the void she’d left in his life. “The company isn’t going
to run itself,” he said quietly.


“Ryan and Bri seem
happy,” she said, seeming anxious to change the subject. “Who would’ve thought
those two would wind up together, huh?”


He couldn’t help
but smile when he looked at his brother. He’d never seen him happier or more
content than he was in the months since Brianna had moved in with him. They
were perfect for each other. “Best decision Ry ever made was hookin’ up with
that girl.”


She smiled. “I
think so too.” She tore her gaze away from the table when her date gave her a
questioning look. “So, Dom and Lena picked a great spot for their wedding,
don’t you think?”


They had often
talked about doing what their friends were, taking the people closest to them
and getting married in paradise, with the ocean and tropical flowers as their
backdrop. If Evan had it to do all over again, he would have made Erika’s dream
wedding happen years ago. If he had, now he would be dancing with his wife
instead of another man’s date.


“Yeah, I’ve heard
good things about the Bahamas. It should be fun.” Before tonight, Evan dreaded
the wedding, but if he had more opportunities to dance with Erika like this, it
would be worth of falling in love with her all over again.


His Uncle Trey was
playing with his band, something he hadn’t done since his retirement last year,
and Evan held up one finger to indicate he’d like him to play another slow
song. Trey winked and tipped his cowboy hat at his nephew.


Evan’s
brother-in-law, J.T. McCall, had agreed to close Jimmy’s bar for their private
party to celebrate Dom and Liam’s pending nuptials, and their friends and
family agreed to take turns playing for the small crowd. Aside from Trey, they
had some of the biggest names in country music taking the small stage: Ty
McCall, Nikki Spencer McCall, and Tori Warner Cooper. If they had opened the
bar to the public, it would have resulted in mayhem.


“Trey looks like
he’s having fun up there,” she said, smiling. “I wonder if he ever misses it?”


“Are you kiddin’?
He’s havin’ too much fun as the dotin’ grandfather to miss performin’ in front
of capacity crowds every night.”


“I know. He’s so
cute with the baby. Who ever thought a big, tough guy like him would melt over
one tiny little man?”


He looked into her
eyes a long time and knew they were both thinking about the kind of father he
would have been to their children if he’d been given the chance. “Some of the
toughest guys I know are the best dads,” he whispered, holding her tighter.


“I know,” she
said. Her eyes glistened as she blinked. “Your dad is a great example of that.
He was a hard-nosed business man, yet when it comes to his family, there’s
nothing he wouldn’t do for y’all.”


“Yeah, that’s
true,” Evan said, glancing at his parents. “My mama’s a little jealous that
Sierra became a grandmother before she did, if you wanna know the truth.”


She cleared her
throat. “I’m sure it won’t be long before Bri and Ryan give her those grandkids
she wants.”


“She was countin’
on us to give her those grandbabies.” He knew he was crossing the line, but he
had nothing left to lose.


“Don’t,” she said,
pressing a palm into his chest as she stepped back. “Please, just don’t.”


 


***


 


Erika ran past
their table and in to the ladies restroom, hoping Jeff wouldn’t notice her
hasty departure. He constantly questioned whether she still had feelings for
her ex, and she knew their intimate display on the dance floor would not help
dispel his concerns.


Her hands trembled
as she reached for the edge of the countertop and tried to calm her erratic
breathing. Being in Evan’s arms again had awakened feelings she’d believed
she’d come to terms with months ago.


“Hey, are you
okay?” Lena asked, stepping through the door.


Erika met her
friend’s eyes in the mirror. They had met through the men in their lives. Dom
and Evan had been best friends since college, and when Lena started dating Dom,
they became a tight foursome who enjoyed spending their limited free time
together. In spite of her break-up with Evan, she and Lena had remained close.


“No,” she
whispered.


“It’s gonna be
okay,” Lena said, coming forward to envelop her friend in a hug. “We’re gonna
help get you through this.”


“No,” Erika said,
trying to regain her composure as she withdrew from the tight embrace. “This is
about you and Dom. We’re here to help you celebrate, and I won’t do anything to
take away from that.” She ran her hands up and down Lena’s arms. “You’ve been
through so much, honey. You deserve to be happy, and I couldn’t be more
thrilled for you and Dom. Honestly, I’m going to be fine.” She squared her
shoulders and forced a smile. “I don’t want you to give me another thought.”


Lena wiped a tear
from Erika’s cheek. “That’s easier said than done when I think about what this
must be doing to you. I know better than anyone how hard it was for you to even
think about moving on when you ended things with Evan.”


“But I have moved
on.” When Lena didn’t look convinced, she amended her statement. “Okay, I’m
trying to move on. I knew it wouldn’t be easy, seeing him again, but we both
love you guys and we wouldn’t do anything to ruin this for you.” She kissed
Lena’s cheek. “I promise. Now let’s go out there and get drunk.”


Lena laughed as
they linked arms. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you drunk.”


“There’s a first
time for everything, right?”


“You wanna tell me
what Evan said?” Lena asked, pausing mid-step and forcing Erika to do the same.


“He said he missed
me.” She chose her words carefully so she wouldn’t risk falling apart again.
“He asked about Jeff…”


“What did you tell
him?”


“The truth. That
it’s not serious, but…” She shrugged. “Who knows, it might be.”


Lena didn’t look
convinced. “I can’t help but think if something was going to happen between you
two, it would have by now. You’ve worked together for almost two years. You’ve
been seeing each other for several months…” She looked around to make sure they
were alone before she whispered, “You haven’t even slept with him yet.”


That was the
biggest bone of contention in Erika’s relationship with Jeff. Erika maintained
she wasn’t ready to get serious, even though she’d told Evan that she was
anxious to settle down and start the next phase of her life; it didn’t feel
right. She didn’t know if she was the problem or Jeff was. Either way, she
wasn’t about to jump into bed with a man she couldn’t imagine spending the rest
of her life with. Evan was the only lover she’d ever had, or ever wanted, and
she hoped the next time she made love would be as special as their first time.
She would know she’d found the right man if he made her feel the way Evan did
when he held her.


“Oh, it looks like
my parents are getting ready to leave,” Erika said as they rounded the corner.
“It was so nice of you guys to include them.”


“Are you kidding?
I love them. They’re family.”


That was the
incredible thing about this group of people, Erika realized. Once they accepted
you into their hearts, you were always welcome in their homes and at their
dinner tables. She was worried tonight would be awkward, since she hadn’t seen
many of them since she’d broken up with Evan, but they all treated her as
though she was still one of their family.


“You go,” Erika
said, squeezing her friend’s hand. “Dance with that gorgeous fiancée of yours
while I say good-night to my parents. Then we’ll have that drink… or ten.” She
winked. “Maybe that’ll put me in a better frame of mind.”


Lena hip-checked
her and smiled. “You’re on, girl.”


Erika’s mother
held her hands out when she saw her daughter approach. “How are you,
sweetheart?”


“I’m fine.” She
smiled, only hoping it was genuine enough to convince them. “You guys are
heading off early.”


“Your father has a
doctor’s appointment early in the morning,” Beth Carlton said, holding her arms
out so her husband could help her with her coat. “It was so nice of Dominic and
Lena to include us.” She waved at the couple, who was dancing in the middle of
the floor. “I’m looking so forward to going to the Bahamas. I’ve heard
wonderful things about it.”


“So have I.” She
frowned at her father when she noted he looked a little pale. “This doctor’s
appointment, it’s nothing serious, is it?”


“No, of course
not. Just a routine check-up.”


Her father hugged
her and she allowed herself to hold on a little longer than necessary. Andrew
Carlton had always been her hero. He was the kindest, gentlest, most
compassionate man she had ever known, and he’d built a successful business
around the animals he loved so much. He was the reason she’d decided to become
a vet, and taking over his business when he retired was one of her proudest
moments.


“Are you really
okay?” he asked, drawing back to look her in the eye. He glanced over her
shoulder and she turned to see Evan walking toward them.


Evan didn’t
hesitate to kiss her mother’s cheek before clasping her father’s hand. “It was
so good to see you both,” he said, placing a hand on Erika’s back as though he’d
never given up the right to touch her.


Beth raised her
hand and patted Evan’s face as though she’d finally been re-united with her
long-lost son. “It’s good to see you, too.”


“How have you
been, Ev?” Andrew asked, shrugging into his overcoat. “Busy with work?” His
eyes met his daughter’s, as though he felt he needed to remind her why she’d
ended the relationship.


Toward the end of
her time with Evan, she’d been miserable and her parents supported her through
it. She went to them the night she left Evan’s apartment, with her suitcases in
hand, asking for a place to stay. They’d insisted she re-claim her childhood
bedroom until her broken heart began to heal and she was finally able to think
about buying a little home of her own. It wasn’t an easy step to take. She’d
always assumed she would buy her first home with Evan, but it was one of many
dreams she’d had to surrender to her new reality.


“Yeah, it takes up
most of my time.” He had the nerve to slide his arm around Erika’s waist. “Of
course, I haven’t got much else goin’ on these days.”


Andrew raised an
eyebrow at the intimate gesture. “We met Natasha earlier. She seems like a
lovely girl.”


“We’re just
friends,” Evan said, glancing down at Erika. “There’s no one special in my
life. In fact, there hasn’t been for a long time now.”


Erika wished she
had the nerve to stomp her high heel down on his foot, but she didn’t want to
cause a scene in front of her parents, so she smiled sweetly and kissed both of
their cheeks as she pulled out of Evan’s grasp. “I’ll call you guys tomorrow.
Drive safely.”


“Let me know if
you need any help at the vaccine clinic tomorrow. You know how crazy things can
get if you’re understaffed.”


“I think Jeff and
I can handle it, but thanks for the offer, Dad.” She kept her smile firmly in
place until her parents were outside. “What the hell do you think you’re
doing?” she asked, turning on Evan.


“I was saying
good-night to your parents. Do you have a problem with that?”


“I have a problem
with you acting like we’re still a couple.”


“You think I need
you to remind me that another man is takin’ you home tonight?” he growled,
backing her into a small, dark alcove away from the main entrance. “Don’t you
think I know that bastard is gonna be the one makin’ love to you tonight?” His
gaze lingered on her lips and she heard, rather than felt, her sharp intake of
breath when he stepped closer, leaving no room for escape.


She probably
should correct his assumption about the nature of her relationship with Jeff,
but she suspected convincing him to maintain a safe distance would be even more
difficult if she admitted he was her last and only lover.


“It kills me,” he
whispered in her hair, bracing his hands on either side of her head. “Thinkin’
about someone else touchin’ you the way I used to touch you, kissin’ you the
way I used to kiss you…”


No one had ever
kissed her the way he did and she feared no one’s touch would ever make her
feel the way his did. “You have to stop doing this,” she murmured, closing her
eyes as she tried to turn her head away. “It’s not fair… to either one of us.”


“You still want
me.”


He brushed his
cheek against hers and she felt the scrape of his whiskers awaken memories of
long, passionate nights when they’d shut out the rest of the world. “Why are
you doing this? You know we can’t be together. I’ve moved on…”


“If I thought for
a second that loser could make you happy, I’d back off, but we both know he
can’t.” He placed a finger under her chin, coaxing her to look at him. “You
felt somethin’ when we danced tonight, somethin’ you haven’t felt in a long,
long time.”


She shook her
head, desperately trying to deny his claim. “No…”


“Yes,” he said,
his lips hovering just above hers. “I saw it in your eyes when you ran to the
restroom. You were runnin’ scared. What you feel for me terrifies you because
it threatens this perfect little orderly life you’ve built for yourself.”


Erika wanted to
deny his claim, but he knew her too well to believe her lies, so she remained
silent. She hoped he would be the first to back down, even though he never had
before. Couldn’t he see what this was doing to her? Didn’t he care that he was
re-opening wounds that had finally started to heal?


“You chose a guy
like him because he’s a safe bet. He doesn’t make you feel anything and you
think if you don’t feel, you can’t get hurt.”


It pained her to
admit how right he was.


“But this hurts,
doesn’t it?” he asked, brushing his face against her hair. “Being so close to
me and feelin’ as though you can’t reach out and touch me or you can’t kiss
me…”


Her body trembled
in response to his erotic taunt and she knew what she said to him now didn’t
matter; her body had already betrayed her.


“You can, you
know,” he said, framing her face with his hands. “Nothin’ and no one is here to
stop you.”


She closed her
eyes, knowing the temptation staring her in the face was too great to resist.
If she gave in and kissed him or let him kiss her, it would be over. The
grueling months she’d spent trying to pick up the pieces would have been for nothing
because she’d be right back where she started: in love with a man she could
never have, at least not completely.


Pushing against
his shoulders, she forced him to take a step back. “Stay the hell away from
me.”






Chapter Two


Marisa stepped in
her son’s path as he headed back to their table. “I was hoping you were gonna
ask your poor old mama to dance?”


Evan rolled his
eyes. His mother was still so gorgeous his buddies often told her she looked
more like his sister. “It would be my pleasure,” he said, extending his hand.


She smiled at him,
trying to look sweet and innocent, but he knew she was gearing up to meddle in
his life yet again.


“It sure was nice
to see Erika again. It’s been too long.” She brushed a piece of lint off his
shirt. “Don’t you think?”


“Yeah, it’s good
to see her.”


“Have you seen her
at all since the break-up?”


She was feigning
nonchalance, but she wasn’t fooling him. He knew she was on a fishing
expedition. “Once or twice.”


“Huh, it looked
like you two were getting pretty close on the dance floor. Any chance y’all
might be thinking about getting back together?”


Evan forced
himself to take a deep breath so he wouldn’t lose his temper. He knew she was
just trying to help, but trying to come to terms with the fact he’d lost Erika
was hard enough. He didn’t need his family and friends reminding him that he
would never find anyone else like her. “In case you didn’t notice, she’s here
with someone else.”


Marisa wrinkled
her nose, as though she’d caught a whiff of a foul odor in the air. “I don’t
like him.”


“Oh yeah? I didn’t
hear Erika askin’ for your opinion.”


She slapped her
son’s shoulder while giving him a stern look. “Don’t get smart with me.”


“Look, Ma, I know
you’re worried about me, but you don’t have to be. I’m fine.”


“Honey,” she said,
softening her tone. “You’re not fine. You haven’t been fine since Erika left
you.”


He couldn’t argue
with her claim, so he bit his lip and said nothing. Admitting to his mother
that time had done little to lessen the pain of losing her wouldn’t help.


“Maybe if you made
some changes, if she could see that you were serious about turning your life
around.”


“Who says I wanna
change my life? I happen to like it the way it is.” They both knew that was his
pride talking. He hated coming home to an empty apartment every night and going
in to the office on weekends because there was no one in his life to try and
tempt him into having a little fun once in a while.


“I don’t believe
you.” She sighed. “You’re as bad as your father. You know that, don’t you?”


She wasn’t the
first one to tell him he was a carbon copy of the old man. Most days it didn’t
bother him, but right now it felt like a dagger in the back. “What’s that
supposed to mean?”


“If I hadn’t
forced him to admit what he stood to lose if I left him, he would have lived
the rest of his life alone.” She rolled her eyes when Evan didn’t appear
convinced. “Okay, so maybe he wouldn’t have been alone, but he wouldn’t have
been happy. He would have worked himself into an early grave, just like you
are.”


“Gee, thanks for
tryin’ to cheer me up.”


“I don’t care if I
sound harsh.”


He remembered that
tone of voice. It was the same one she used when he got in trouble for fighting
at school.


“We both know it’s
the truth, Evan.”


“All right, what
would you suggest I do?” If she could help him figure out how to make inroads
with Erika, he was willing to listen. He glanced over her shoulder and spotted
Erika throwing back shots. Ryan, Dom, and Lena seemed to be in on the action as
well. Erika didn’t drink often, but he remembered how wild she got in the
bedroom when she did. Just thinking about it made him crazy.


“Does she seem
happy to you?” Marisa asked, following the direction of his gaze. “I can’t say
I’ve ever seen her drink like that. Maybe this is just as difficult for her as
it is for you.”


“She dumped me,
not the other way around.”


“You didn’t give
her a choice.”


“I can’t believe
you’re takin’ her side.” He stepped back, but Marisa stepped forward, refusing
to allow him to escape until she’d said her piece.


“I’m not taking
sides, but there’s one thing I know for sure: that girl loved you.”


“Yeah, loved,
past tense.” Remembering her words still hurt. I stopped loving you a long
time ago, Evan. For days after, it had sounded like a sadistic chant in his
head, mocking him whenever he tried to focus on anything else, including
business.


“You don’t believe
she’s still in love with you?”


“No, I don’t.” At
the time, he wanted to believe she’d said it in the heat of the moment, hoping
it would prompt him to back off, but too many months had passed. If she had any
regrets about ending their relationship, she’d had plenty of time to tell him.
“She said she fell out of love with me and I believe she meant it.” It still
hurt him to admit it to himself. He’d never found the courage to admit it to
anyone else until now.


“I saw the two of
you together earlier, on the dance floor and by the front door. She still looks
like a woman in love to me.”


He wanted to
believe that, but setting himself up for another fall was emotional suicide. Getting
over her once had been nearly impossible. His heart would never recover from
another rejection. “I think you were readin’ her wrong. If she was still into
me, she wouldn’t have brought some other guy here tonight.”


“Why not? You
brought another woman.”


“Come on, you know
Natasha and I are just friends.”


“I know that, but
does Erika?”


“Yeah, I told
her.”


Marisa smiled.
“Interesting. She asked about your relationship with Natasha?”


“Not exactly. She
said she thought she was pretty or something. Hell, I don’t remember exactly
what she said. I could barely breathe, havin’ her back in my arms again, much
less follow the thread of the conversation.”


Marisa reached up
to pat his cheek, sadness etching lines on her face. “Honey, I know she’s the
one. I just hate to see you let her go.”


“You think this is
what I want?” he whispered fiercely. “This is killin’ me. Can’t you see that?”


“You’re the only
one who can turn things around. You know why she felt she had to leave you. In
her position, I probably would have felt the same way.”


“How can you say
that?” It took all the self-control Evan possessed not to shout out his
frustration. He was tired of being the villain, especially when he was just
trying to do right by his family. He didn’t want his father’s legacy tarnished
by two lazy kids who couldn’t maintain the high standard he’d set. “You’ve been
married to Dad for more than thirty years. He’s spent every damn one of those
years every bit as devoted to Titan as I am.”


“That’s true,”
Marisa said, inclining her head in agreement. “But his family came first. I
came first. He never let me forget that.”


Evan wanted to
argue the point, but he couldn’t. As busy as Luc was, he’d never missed an
important sporting event or graduation ceremony. He’d been a hands-on parent,
even when it seemed like he was sacrificing sleep to be there for them.


“You think I made
Erika less of a priority in my life?” He looked at Erika, and his heart ached
when he realized he’d given her so much less of himself than she deserved. He
should have told her every day, in every possible way that she was his
everything.


“Didn’t you?”


“I don’t know,” he
whispered. He knew the truth; they both did. “How the hell am I supposed to do
it all? Balance the company and a relationship, kids…


“Do you want to
have a family someday?”


“Of course, but I
don’t want to be a part-time dad.” He wanted to be the kind of dad his was, but
he didn’t see how that was possible given his current work load.


“We make time for
the things and people that are important to us. You didn’t make time for Erika.
You made her feel as though she wasn’t important to you.”


“She was.” His
eyes locked with Erika’s and he could tell she was still trying to deny his
effect on her. “She still is.”


“Then you need to
make her believe that.”


He wanted to
believe it wasn’t too late, but he knew his mother was right. He would have to
figure out how to completely restructure his life if he wanted to convince
Erika he was a changed man.


“I’m gonna do
whatever it takes to get her back,” he said, his eyes still fixed on Erika.


Marisa reached up
to kiss his cheek. “I’m glad to hear you say that. I’ve waited so long to see
that sparkle back in your eye.”


He forced himself
to break eye contact with Erika. “What sparkle is that?”


“That one,” she
said, winking at him. “The one you get when you look at her.”


 


***


 


Erika was sitting
at the table alone when she felt the heat of Evan’s body behind her. She didn’t
even have to look up to know it was him. No one else affected her the way he
did.


He leaned over to
whisper in her ear as he fixed his hands on either side of the table top in
front of her. “Where’s your boyfriend?”


“He’s… uh… dancing
with Lena.” Her eyes drifted closed as his hot breath fanned her ear. She knew
drinking was a bad idea, given the effect it had on her. They hadn’t made love
in too many months, and the liquid aphrodisiac making her body tingle was a
potent reminder that abstinence was brutal.


“Excuse me,” he
said, reaching around her for the full shot glass.


She watched him
bring it to his lips, a shudder moving through her as he tipped his head back
and swallowed. “That was mine.” Pointing out the obvious seemed ridiculous, but
she couldn’t think of anything else to say, except maybe… I want you.


He took a step
around the table.


Her face burned
when she turned her head and found herself eye-to-eye with his bulging zipper.
Quickly looking away, she saw Jeff walking toward them.


Jeff glared at
Evan before offering her his hand. “We should go. We have an early morning,
with that vaccine clinic and all.”


She knew he was
right, but she wasn’t ready for the evening to end. She hadn’t allowed herself
to let go and have a good time with friends in a long time. “Um, why don’t you
go on ahead?” She looked over his shoulder to where Lena stood. “Would you guys
mind giving me a ride home?”


“Of course not,”
Lena said, raising a glass.


Dom laughed as he
hooked an arm around his fiancée’s shoulder. “I’m glad we all had the good
sense to line up cars for the night.” He nudged Jeff’s arm. “Hey, you need a ride?”


“You know I don’t
drink,” Jeff said, taking a step away from Dom.


Erika knew Jeff
didn’t like her ex-boyfriend’s best friend. Not that she could blame him. Dom
had never made a secret of the fact his loyalty would always be to Evan.


“Oh yeah, I forgot.”
Dom rolled his eyes at Evan. “How ‘bout you, man? You ready to line ‘em up
again?”


Evan grinned. “You
know I’m in.”


For a split
second, it felt like old times. The four of them out together, having a good
time, celebrating… until she saw the scowl on Jeff’s face that reminded her
Evan wasn’t the man in her life anymore.


“Don’t let us keep
you,” Evan said to Jeff. He waved his hand as though trying to discourage an
annoying bug from getting too close. “Don’t worry about her. She’s in good
hands.”


“I don’t think I
should leave you here…” Jeff shot a meaningful look at Evan. “With him.”


“Listen, buddy,”
Evan said, taking a step forward. “If anyone doesn’t belong here, it’s you. Now
get the hell outta here before you really piss me off.”


Erika jumped up,
wedging her body between the two men. She realized her mistake as soon as Evan
grabbed her waist, pulling her back against his chest. “Stop,” she hissed.


“Let me set the
record straight, in case you have any doubt about where I stand,” Evan said,
pointing at Jeff. “I’m in love with her. I never stopped lovin’ her. She
belongs with me, not you.”


Jeff took a step
toward them. “Who the hell do you think you are?”


“Who do I think I
am?” Evan asked, chuckling. “I’m the guy who shared her bed for six years. I’m
the only guy she’s ever loved. I’m the guy she intended to marry and have
babies with, that’s who I am. Who the hell are you?”


Erika knew by the
tense set of his body that Evan wasn’t as relaxed as he pretended, and she’d
seen him in too many bar fights to think this situation could possibly end well
for Jeff. “Please,” she said to Jeff, raising her hand. “Just go. I don’t want
to ruin Lena and Dom’s party. I’ll see you at the clinic in the morning.”


“I can’t believe
you’re really gonna stay here with this guy.”


She knew she
didn’t owe Jeff an explanation. They were dating, but she’d made it clear he
was free to date other women and she always assumed he knew she had the same
freedom.


“I’m not gonna
tell you again,” Evan said through clenched teeth. “Get out before I throw you
out of here on your ass.”


Jeff glared at the
people around them one more time before he grabbed his jacket off the back of
his chair and stalked toward the door.


Dom saluted him.
“Thanks for comin’. Hope to see you again real soon.”


Lena slapped his
arm as everyone around them laughed, everyone except Evan.


Erika could tell
Evan was struggling with the urge to go after Jeff and lay him out on the
sidewalk, so she turned in to his arms to distract him. Mission
accomplished. He thrust his hands into her hair and took her mouth in a
hungry, possessive kiss that turned her bones to mush as she clung to him to
keep from puddling in a hot mess at his feet.


“What the hell was
that?” she asked when he finally let her come up for air.


“That was to
remind you what you’ve been missin’ while you were wastin’ your time with that
loser.”


If not for the
alcohol lowering her inhibitions, she may have noticed the people around them
staring at them in shock as she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him
in for a taste of his own potent medicine.






Chapter Three


Evan felt like he
was going to explode, right there in front of his family and friends. He’d
never been big on public displays of affection, but he could barely contain the
urge to slide the drinks off the table and take her right there on the hard
slab of scarred wood.


“We’re leavin’,”
he said, grabbing her hand and hauling her towards the door. The chorus of
catcalls, whistles, and laughter fell away as he coaxed her into the waiting
limousine. In the darkness, he took a second to give the driver instructions
before raising the privacy glass and pulling her on to his lap.


“We shouldn’t be
doing this,” she whispered, her head rolling back as he grazed her neck with
his tongue.


He pushed her leather
blazer off, letting it fall to the floor as he quickly worked the tiny buttons
lining the front of her shirt. He wouldn’t let his conscience make him consider
how many drinks she’d had, not when she was finally back in his arms, kissing
him as passionately as she had every night in his dreams.


“Yes, we should,”
he said, flicking his tongue over her ear. He knew her sensitive spots, the
places that would have her pleading with him to finish what he’d started. He
knew it may not be fair to use his intimate knowledge of her body as a weapon
against her, but he didn’t care as long as she was back in his bed… where she
belonged.


“Oh God,” she
murmured when he pressed the snap to free her breasts from the pink lacy bra.


He filled his
hands with her as he devoured her breasts with his mouth. Swirling his tongue
over one nipple, then the other, he felt her twisting her hips, grinding into
his arousal as she threaded her hands through his hair to hold him in place.


“Evan…”


The sound of his
name on her lips while he pleasured her sounded sweeter than any award-winning
ballad he’d ever heard. “That’s it, baby,” he whispered, lost in her pleasure.
“Give yourself to me. I want all of you.”


She moaned low and
deep in her throat as she rotated her hips, obviously trying to create the
friction she needed to enhance her pleasure.


Evan cursed when
he saw his building come in to view. He was afraid the blast of cold air,
coupled with seeing the place that housed so many of their memories, would
prompt her to re-think her decision to be with him tonight. He was tempted to
tell the driver to keep going when she started to right her clothing and pull
away from him.


“Sweetheart…” He
was caught off guard when he looked up and saw the lust in her eyes. She was as
hot for him as he was for her. Suddenly he couldn’t get upstairs fast enough.
When he was satisfied she was decent, he reached for the door handle before the
driver could do the honors.


“Mr. Spencer,” the
driver said, tipping his hat as he met them on the sidewalk. “I hope the ride
was enjoyable.”


Evan grinned as he
glanced at Erika. He could tell she was trying to suppress the urge to laugh by
the mischievous sparkle in her eye as she bit her lip. “It was great. Thanks,
Tom.” He reached into the pocket of his black jeans and pulled a couple of
hundred dollar bills off the top of the roll. “I’m sure I’ll see you again
soon.”


Titan often used
Tom’s services when they had clients in from out of town.


“I look forward to
it.” The elderly man smiled at Erika and tipped his hat. “Lovely to see you
again, Dr. Carlton.”


“You as well, Tom.
Say hi to your family for me.”


Evan knew Tom and
his wife, Sandy, brought their Dalmatian in to Erika’s clinic. He hoped she
wasn’t embarrassed to be seen by a client with swollen lips and whisker burns
on her neck.


Tom winked at him
before walking around the back of the car, whistling a happy tune.


“I wonder what
that was all about,” Erika said, frowning as he took her hand and led her
inside the glass doors.


Evan didn’t
believe in maintaining the professional distance with their employees that Luc
favored. He wanted Titan to be an extension of his family. In spite of his
father’s objections, he believed that was the only way to inspire loyalty, so
he treated everyone the same, from the top of the ladder to the bottom. He’d
even confessed to Tom a time or two how much he missed Erika, so he was certain
the older man was pleased to see them together again.


“I have no idea,”
he said, swiping his card across the inner door so they could gain access to the
lobby.


She looked around
the opulent lobby of the building that was once her home, and he saw a look he
couldn’t discern pass her face. Before he could question it, it was gone and
she was making her way towards the elevator.


He was relieved
she wasn’t stumbling or swaying, so she hadn’t had enough to drink to impair
her judgement. He loved her too much to take advantage of her, but he wasn’t
above using alcohol to lower her defenses if it meant she would finally
surrender to something he knew they both wanted.


As soon as they
stepped inside the elevator and the doors closed, she backed him in to the
wall, kissing him with the need of a woman who hadn’t been thoroughly satisfied
in a long time. The image of her tangled up in the sheets with her co-worker
forced its way into his head, but he refused to let it dampen his excitement.
It didn’t matter if she’d taken a lover during their separation. The only thing
that mattered was that he would be her last.


He pulled back to
look at her. Her eyes were half-closed and glazed with the lust fueling her
uncharacteristic conduct. She wasn’t normally the one to initiate sex and his
conscience kept telling him she’d had more to drink than he realized. “Are you
sure you want to do this?” he asked, breathing heavily as he pressed his
forehead to hers. He cursed himself for posing the question when the silence
lingered, heightening the tension.


“I need you,” she
whispered. “I don’t want to, but I do.” She ran her hands over his chest. “I
have to feel you inside of me again, Evan. It’s been so long...”


He groaned as the
elevator announced they’d arrived at his penthouse suite. Pulling the keys out
of his pocket, he made quick work of unlocking the door and pulling her inside.
He flattened her against the wall in the entry and hoisted her up so she could
feel the effect she was having on him.


Without
hesitation, she wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck,
locking her hands behind his head.


She was by far the
smallest woman he’d ever been with. In fact, the first time they made love, he
was afraid of hurting her, but she’d quickly convinced him she was able to give
as good as she got and he learned to love everything about her from her petite
stature, to the honey blond hair that kissed his chest as she rode him in to
oblivion. He lived to see the passion in her eyes as she came apart in his arms
and allowed him to take her to a place he knew only he could.


He’d almost
convinced himself he’d have to be satisfied with the memory of those incredible
nights when the months began to stretch on and on. But she was here, back in
his arms, and soon she would be back in their bed. They could finally
begin to re-build their fractured relationship.


Carrying her into
the bedroom, he gripped her waist tightly until he stopped at the foot of the
bed. Kissing her deeply, he savored the moan that escaped her lips. After
setting her down on the bed, he stepped back and began stripping his clothes
off. He wasn’t going to give her a chance to change her mind, not when he had
everything he’d been praying for this past year within his grasp.


Her eyes tracked
his every move as she began following suit, tossing the last garment to the
floor as he crawled up her body, pinning her to the mattress. “This is where
you belong,” he whispered, kissing her tenderly, savoring the feel of her soft
skin brushing against his. “Right here, in our bed.”


She closed her
eyes and turned her head to the side, prompting him to draw the tender skin
into his mouth. He knew the exact spot that turned her inside out and used his
experience to do just that.


“Please…”


Intent on
prolonging her pleasure until his own body started making demands he couldn’t
ignore, he moved his lips over her silky skin, kissing every inch of her.


She gripped the
headboard as though she felt powerless to control the sensations rippling
through her body. Moans turned into cries as her breathing became more labored
with each swipe of his tongue.


Kissing her
intimately, he savored her exotic flavor. No one had ever turned him on the way
she did. He’d had his share of lovers, but Erika was the only woman he’d ever
made love to. It was almost a sacred experience as he worshipped her body in a
way he never had before. He was ashamed to admit he’d taken their love for
granted for too long. No more. She was right to leave him, to make him realize
that he’d been a fool to put anything above the love they shared.


Erika struggled to
break free of his hold when her body began to spasm beneath him, but he
wouldn’t let her escape until he’d wrung the last gasp of pleasure from her.
Taking his time to love her the way he should have for years would hopefully
prove to her that he intended to put her needs above all else this time.


Kissing his way
back up her body, he finally reclaimed her mouth in a heated kiss that had him
sliding inside of her without thinking to ask her whether she was still using
protection. It didn’t matter to him. If she got pregnant with his baby now, it
would only solidify a relationship he already knew was destined to last
forever.


He moved slowly,
shocked by how tightly she clenched him in her moist heat. “What’s that about?”
he whispered in her ear, praying she would confirm his hope that he had been
her last lover.


She tried to
ignore him until he ceased the tempo that was giving her so much pleasure.
“What?” she asked, sighing.


“You know what I’m
talkin’ about.”


Their eyes locked
before she said, “I haven’t been with anyone else.”


“I love you so
much,” he rumbled in her ear, barely able to contain the desire to roar in
satisfaction. She was still his in every way.


“Evan,” she said,
pushing against his chest.


“Sssh…” He kissed
her shoulder as he let his body speak for him. He thought he’d loved her
before, but that was nothing compared to what he was experiencing now. He knew
he wouldn’t last as long as he would have liked, but he would have the rest of
his life to show her how much he missed her.


“Oh… don’t… stop…”
She was breathless, almost frantic, and he could tell she was desperate for him
to help her reach another climax.


Tweaking her
breasts, he claimed her mouth in a fiercely possessive kiss that left no doubt
who she belonged to.


“Yes…” she cried,
turning her head into the crook of his neck as her short nails dug into his
back.


Her reaction
robbed him of what little control he’d been able to maintain as he finally
surrendered his body to her silent pleas. Thrusting into her until his legs
trembled, he let his head fall forward, resting on her shoulder as a gradual
smile relaxed his face. “That was even better than I remember.”


She reached up to
stroke his face and his gut clenched when a tear slipped down her cheek.


“Hey, what’s
wrong?” he asked, rolling off of her and pulling her into his arms.


“Nothing.” She
pressed a kiss to his chest as she placed a hand over his pounding heart. “I’m
just tired.”


Now that they had
re-established their connection, Evan felt confident they could sort out the
details in the morning. Kissing the top of her head, he smiled. “Get some
sleep, angel.”


 


***


 


Erika sat on the
edge of the bed, torn between crawling back under the covers or running for the
front door. Last night was a colossal mistake. She had finally started to get
over him, after the longest and most painful year of her life, and in just one
night, she was right back at square one, mending her broken heart all over
again.


With a deep sigh, she
tiptoed to the front door with her high-heeled boots in her hand. She had to
get to work. Hopefully the busy day would distract her from thinking about last
night.


Berating herself,
she slipped through the door like a thief in the night, trying not to wake
Evan. She knew she couldn’t avoid him forever, but she needed time to collect
her thoughts before she faced him again. There was no excuse for her reckless
actions, except… she still loved him, and last night she’d felt compelled to
steal just one more night before she forced herself to let him go forever.


She couldn’t deny
last night felt different, almost as magical as it had in the beginning of
their relationship when he couldn’t get enough of her. During their last year,
sex often seemed like a chore he performed because he felt he had to. Just
another item on his never-ending to-do list. Admitting that he stopped craving
her body the way he once had broken her heart. She swore that sometimes he had
looked right at her without realizing she was there. She often asked him the
same questions over and over again, knowing he hadn’t heard a word she’d said
because he was so lost in his own thoughts.


She stepped on to
the elevator and pressed the button for the ground floor, hoping she wouldn’t
have to wait too long for a taxi. She slipped her boots on as she waited for
the elevator to finish its descent.


“Well, well, this
is a nice surprise.”


She looked up to
see Charlie, the security guard she’d often chatted with when she came down to
get her weekend newspaper. “Oh, hi,” she said, her face flaming when she got a
glimpse of herself in the mirror. Her hair was tangled, her make-up smeared,
and there were red burn marks on her neck and chest. Talk about taking the
walk of shame.


“It’s so nice to
see you again, Dr. Carlton.”


“You as well,” she
said, praying he would sense her need for discretion. “Um, I was just going to
call a taxi.”


If he was
surprised by the statement, he didn’t let on, though she knew he must have
wondered why Evan wasn’t driving her home.


“Let me make that
call for you,” he said, slipping in behind the security desk where he monitored
the cameras and responded to the residents’ concerns.


“Oh, you don’t
have to do that,” she said, reaching in to her purse. “I have my cell phone
with me.”


“No trouble at
all,” he said, smiling.


She watched him
make the call, wishing she could hide outside and wait for her ride.


“Can I get you a
cup of coffee?” he asked, pointing to the carafe set up on a small credenza
behind the desk.


“I’d love one,
thanks.” She wasn’t able to face her day until she’d had at least two cups, and
since she was already pressed for time, she figured she may as well take him up
on his offer.


“Still take it
black?” he asked, pouring the steaming beverage into one of the take-out cups
stacked on the tray.


“You have a good
memory,” she said, smiling as she reached for the cup.


“I remember a lot
of things,” he said, raising a bushy white eyebrow in question. “For example, I
remember how happy you and Mr. Spencer were together.”


She brought the
cup to her lips, trying to ignore his comment. He’d often pried in to her
personal life, asking her when she and Evan planned to marry and have children.
Telling her that when he was young, men and women didn’t live in sin. She’d
dismissed his outrageous comments because of his advanced age, knowing he
didn’t mean any disrespect, but her emotions were too raw to take his questions
in stride this morning.


“I’d rather not
talk about it if you don’t mind, Charlie.”


He frowned at her.
Obviously, he didn’t appreciate being dismissed. “You look as though you’ve
lost a little weight since I saw you last.” He peered around the desk to size
her up. “You’d best be careful; you don’t want to get too thin.”


He sounded like
her grandparents, and in fact he was probably close to her grandfather’s age,
so she gave him an indulgent smile. “I’ll have a chocolate croissant before I
go to work. Will that make you happy?”


He chuckled as he
pushed his wire-framed glasses back up on his nose. “It’s a start. I must say
though, I’m surprised your fella wouldn’t fix you a nice big breakfast before
you left for the day.”


She took a sip of
coffee, hoping her taxi would arrive and save her from having to respond. “Evan
and I aren’t getting back together, Charlie.”


“Huh,” he said,
folding his arms over his chest. “I guess that’s one of them arrangements where
you get to have all the fun without the promise of bein’ faithful.” He shook
his head. “I’ll tell ya, I just don’t understand you young people today. Back
in my day, you met the person you wanted to marry, made a commitment, raised
your family, and if you were lucky, you still liked each other by the time the
kids flew the coop.” He grinned, revealing a few jagged teeth. “That’s the way
it’s supposed to be.”


Erika tried not to
get sucked into his fantasy of the perfect little life, especially when it
seemed so far out of her reach. “I guess times have changed.”


“So, you and Mr.
Spencer aren’t gettin’ back together?”


“No, we’re not.”
Her cheeks flamed and she searched the parking lot for her taxi.


“That’s a shame.
He sure hasn’t been himself since you left him.”


Erika refused to
take the word of a man Evan only saw in passing. “He’s a very busy man. I doubt
he’s even had time to miss me since I left.” It hurt her to acknowledge it was
likely true. He hadn’t taken long to give up on her when she refused to take
his calls.


“Sometimes we try
and keep busy so it won’t hurt so much.”


Erika looked up,
surprised to hear his voice thick with emotion. “Are you okay?”


“Yeah, I just…” He
cleared his throat and reached for a tissue. “I turn eighty tomorrow, and I
never thought I’d still be here.” He lifted his glasses and wiped the tears
from his eyes. “I thought Edith and I would’ve retired to Florida by now. You
know, a nice little condo on the beach.”


“Why haven’t you?”
She knew she was prying, but since he’d always insinuated himself into her
personal business, she thought turnabout was fair play.


“Edith has
dementia. It got real bad last year, so I had to put her in that new retirement
community, Bryson’s. I keep workin’ here just to pay those bills. Plus, it gets
me out of the house. The residents in this building are like my family.” He
shrugged. “I don’t really have anyone else. My kids and grandkids are spread
out all over the country. Hardly ever see them.”


Charlie’s story
broke Erika’s heart. She’d known him for several years and he often spoke about
his wife. She always admired the fact they still seemed to love each other
after so many years. “Evan’s cousin, Alisa, is married to the owner of that
retirement community, Liam Bryson.”


“Ya don’t say,” he
said, smiling. “It’s an awful nice place. Expensive, but worth every penny.
Hell, I’d keep workin’ ‘til my dyin’ day to could keep Edith there. She
deserves a place like that.” He gave her a wobbly smile. “Only the best for my
best girl.”


Erika blinked back
tears as she caught sight of a taxi. She moved around the desk and reached out
to hug Charlie. “It was nice seeing you again. Give my best to your wife.”


“It was nice
seein’ you too,” he said, patting her awkwardly on the back. “I hope to see you
around here again real soon.”


“I don’t think you
will,” she said, reaching for one of the tissues. “But thanks.”


“For what?” he
asked, looking confused.


“For reminding me
that I need to hold out for what you and Edith have.” She dabbed at her eyes.
“I have to believe my Charlie’s out there waiting for me.” She choked back a
sob when she realized she’d almost convinced herself to settle for less than
she deserved again. “I want a man who’s going to love me the way you love your
wife. Who’s going to put me first.”


He grinned as he
gave her two thumbs up. “Don’t give up hope, darlin’. He’s out there somewhere.
You might even be closer to findin’ him than you think.”






Chapter Four


Evan reached over
and patted the bed, hoping he could convince Erika to cuddle for a few minutes
before they had to get up and go to work. It didn’t take long for him to
realize he was alone. He sat up, listening for the sound of the shower or the coffee
maker bubbling in the kitchen, some indication that she hadn’t left without a
word.


Cursing, he pulled
himself out of bed, grabbed his bathrobe off the back of the bathroom door, and
stumbled into the kitchen hoping to find at least a note to explain her hasty
departure. Nothing.


He stormed down
the hall, his mood getting worse with each step. He was tired of the echo of
his footsteps… the TV filling the silence… the sound of his own voice. He was
tired of being alone. Last night had been incredible. For the first time in a
year, he’d felt he had someone to share his life again and he had no intention
of letting her go without forcing her to acknowledge last night had been a game
changer for them.


He grabbed a quick
shower and made his way downstairs, hoping the security guard could tell him
when she left. “Hey, Charlie,” he said, raising his hand in greeting as he
stepped off the elevator. “Just the man I was lookin’ for. I was wonderin’ if
you’ve seen Erika this mornin’?”


Charlie’s tired
blue eyes darted to the front entrance and Evan knew he felt torn because of
his loyalty to Erika. He’d always said she was one of his favorite tenants. She
never forgot to buy him and his wife a Christmas gift. She even went so far as
to go door to door and have everyone sign a get well card for him when he’d
been hospitalized with pneumonia two years ago.


“It’s okay,” Evan
said, smiling to soften the sharpness in his tone. Every minute that passed was
a minute wasted, and he’d already wasted too much time away from her. “She and
I are tryin’ to work things out.” He sighed when Charlie looked down at the
clipboard in his hand instead of responding. “Did she say something to you
about us?”


It was hard to
believe she would confide in an eighty year-old security guard she barely knew
when she had trouble talking to him about their relationship, but he was
desperate enough to ask. “If she said something, I need to know, Charlie.
Please.”


The older man sat
down in his upholstered swivel chair with a heavy sigh. “When I saw her here
this mornin’, I really thought you kids were gonna be able to work things out,
Mr. Spencer.”


Evan went on high
alert. The pity in his voice conveyed his message loud and clear. “She told you
we weren’t gettin’ back together? Is that what you’re tryin’ to tell me?” He
gripped his car keys in his fist, his frustration mounting with each passing
second. “Did she say why?”


“It’s not for me
to say, sir.”


Evan had always
been friendly with the old man. He’d even invited him to skip the formalities
and call him by his first name, but Charlie was old school and insisted the
tenants in his building deserved respect. “I’d really appreciate it if you
could give me some clue what she was thinkin’ when she left here.” Realizing he
had to ask a stranger what was going on in Erika’s mind these days humbled
Evan. There was a time when he could read her mind, finish her sentences, and
predict her food choices based on her mood. God, he missed those days.


“She just said she
wanted to hold out for a man who was gonna love her enough to put her first.”
He shrugged, looking apologetic. “I’m awful sorry. I know that’s not what you
want to hear.”


“You’re right it’s
not,” he said, backtracking down the hall towards the elevator. He needed to
see her. Now.


“Mr. Spencer?”
Charlie called after him.


“Yeah?” he asked,
turning on his heel and walking backwards. “What is it?”


The old man
smiled. “I wouldn’t give up on her if I were you. It took me a long time to
convince my Edith I was the one for her, but it sure was worth the trouble.”


Evan smiled at the
sentiment. “Don’t worry, Charlie. I don’t intend to give up on her. In fact,
I’ve only just begun to fight.”


 


***


 


Erika was dead on
her feet by lunch. The walk-in vaccine clinic was always their busiest day of
the year. It was a tradition her father started years ago. One day of the year,
they offered annual check-ups and free vaccines for residents on a fixed
income, no appointment required. He said it was his way of giving back to the
community that had been so good to him, and his daughter was happy to carry on
the tradition. Any day other than today.


Her head was
pounding from a hangover, Jeff was breathing down her neck about what happened
last night, and she couldn’t get Evan off her mind. What a mess.


As if she’d
conjured him up, Evan appeared. He slipped through the crowd and leaned against
the wall beside a filing cabinet, watching her greet a terrified terrier mix.
It was difficult to breathe, much less focus on the task at hand, with him
staring at her.


“Oh wow,”
whispered the new vet technician. “Would you look at that guy?”


Erika had enjoyed
working with the young woman. Until now. “Can we stay focused, Lynn?” she
asked, clenching her teeth. She was used to women hitting on Evan. It hadn’t
bothered her when he was her boyfriend because she trusted he would never cheat
on her, but now that they were apart, she knew he was fair game and it bothered
her more than she was willing to admit.


“Do you know him?”
she whispered, turning her back to Evan. “The way he’s looking at you, it’s
like he wants to…”


Erika shot her a
warning glare and smiled sweetly at the little old lady stroking her pet’s head
and whispering words of encouragement in his ear. She knew Mrs. Morrison was
hard of hearing, but she wasn’t willing to risk it. “Why don’t you go over there
and help Dr. Birch? I’m going to take a quick break when I finish with Finn.”


“Sure, Doc,” she
said, peeling her latex gloves off as she sauntered up to Jeff to offer her
services.


“The girl’s right,
you know,” Mrs. Morrison said, glancing at Evan over her shoulder. “Your young
man is very handsome.”


“He’s not my-” She
wanted to protest further, but the way he was devouring her with his eyes left
little doubt in anyone’s mind that they were lovers. “There we go,” she said,
offering the dog a small biscuit. “We’re all set, Finn. You were such a good
boy,” she said, stroking the dog’s head.


Mrs. Morrison
smiled. “I was so worried when I heard your father was retiring, but you have
his gift with animals.” She touched Erika’s hand. “It’s a beautiful thing.”


“Thank you,
ma’am,” Erika said, smiling as she tried to ignore the heat of Evan’s gaze
traveling over her body. “That’s sweet of you to say.”


“My my,” the old
woman said, fanning herself. “Is it getting hot in here or is it just me?”


Erika felt the
blush creep up her neck as she tried to pretend she didn’t know what she was
talking about. “Can I get you a glass of water?”


“No, I’ll be on my
way,” she said, nudging Erika’s elbow. “It looks like your young man is anxious
to get you alone.”


Erika crooked a finger
at the man in question, giving him little choice but to follow her down the
narrow hallway to her small private office. “What’re you doing here-”


Before she could
finish the sentence, he pinned her up against the door, kissing her breathless.
Her conscience screamed at her to stop him, but the arms circling his neck
pulled him closer.


He chuckled when
he was the one to break the kiss first. “Now that’s what I wanted when I woke
up this mornin’.” He dropped kisses along her cheek and jaw as he worked his
way to her ear.


“Stop,” she said,
trying to infuse some conviction in to her protest. It wasn’t fair. He
shouldn’t be able to reduce her to a quivering, witless mass with little more
than his mouth. “We can’t do this. You shouldn’t even be here. I’m busy. I have
a waiting room full of people and I’m already exhausted.” She glanced at the
wall clock over his shoulder. “Lord help me. It’s not even noon.”


“You have to eat
something. Why don’t I grab your favorite roast beef sandwich from the deli
down the street?”


“No, it’s okay,”
she said, even though her mouth watered at the thought. “I don’t have time to
eat anyways.”


He grinned as he
slid a finger under her chin. “I see nothin’ has changed. You still get so
caught up carin’ for these animals that you forget to take care of yourself.”


She didn’t want to
admit that she felt the loss as soon as he stepped back and began circling back
towards her desk. She winced when his eyes landed on the cluttered credenza.


“I’m surprised you
still have this,” he said, picking up a framed photograph of the two of them
waterskiing at a friend’s cottage. He stared at the photograph a long time
before he looked up at her and smiled.


Sometimes she let
herself forget how gorgeous the man was, but when he hit her with the full
force of that bright white smile and those clear blue eyes… How was a woman
supposed to resist the temptation to clear her desk and beg him to take her
right there?


As though he could
read her mind, he winked and chuckled before moving on to the next framed
photo. “You got a dog?”


Her Bichon Frise,
Chloe, was her constant companion. She would never admit it to him, but she’d
been desperately lonely and sad after they broke up. A canine buddy seemed the
only way to fill the void since she couldn’t bring herself to even consider
getting involved with another man.


“Yeah. Her name is
Chloe.” She smiled. “She’s a handful, but I love her.”


“We always talked
about gettin’ a dog, remember?” he asked, lowering his voice.


She stepped
forward to take the picture. “We talked about a lot of things back then. They
were just silly little fantasies. We were young, immature…”


“Don’t do that,”
he said, tucking a stray lock of her hair behind her ear. He brushed his thumb
across her cheek. “Don’t belittle what we had. It was incredible and you know
it.”


There was no point
denying it. They had been incredible together for a long time, until he decided
to take a mistress by the name of Titan Records. “I don’t want to talk about
the past,” she said, setting the framed photo of her dog in front of the
picture of the two of them.


“Fine, then let’s
talk about how amazing last night was.” He moved closer, crowding her between
his muscular body and the desk behind her. “You can’t deny it was every bit as
mind-blowing as you remember.” He traced a finger up her arm. “I can’t believe
I was your last lover, your only lover…” he whispered, grabbing her
hips. “I love knowin’ that I’m the only man you’ve ever been with.”


“Don’t flatter
yourself,” she said, wishing he didn’t wear his arrogance like a sexy second
skin. “I’ve been busy with work.”


He leaned down to
brush his lips over hers. “Say what you will, we both know the truth.”


She was almost
afraid to hear his version of the truth, but curiosity overcame common sense,
prompting her to ask, “Really? And what’s that?”


“You can’t imagine
sharin’ your body with another man any more than I can imagine lettin’ you.”


She gripped his
bulging biceps to push him away and demand some space, but as soon as she
touched him, she was reminded of the raw physical power he’d exhibited last
night, poised over her, thrusting into her… She closed her eyes against the
memory, praying he couldn’t guess what she was thinking.


“You’re thinkin’
about it too, aren’t you?” He nipped her bottom lip and she moaned, wanting,
needing more. “Are you countin’ down the hours until we can do it again? I know
I am.”


Yes. “No.” Common sense reared its ugly head,
beating her raging libido into submission. “This can’t happen again.”


As though she
hadn’t uttered a protest, he continued grazing her neck with his lips, taunting
her with the promise of delivering what she wanted if only she found the
courage to admit he was the one thing she wanted most.


“I’m serious,
Evan.” She pushed against his shoulders and the look she saw in his eyes… that
raw hunger… rendered her legs useless. Leaning against the desk for support,
she damned the universe that had put him in her path again. Getting over him
the first time had been hard enough; she didn’t know if she had the strength to
do it a second time.


He framed her face
with both hands. “I know I hurt you. I was a fool for not seein’ what we had
until I’d lost you. But I get it now. I’ll never make that mistake again. I
swear to you.”


She would give
anything to believe him, but she’d heard dozens of empty promises from him over
the last year of their relationship. He kept promising he would work less, he’d
hire someone to share the burden, he’d make more time for her, but their time
ran out long before she walked out on him.


“I can’t do this
again,” she said, grabbing his wrists as she tried to pry his hands off of her.
“I refuse to do this again. What happened last night never should have
happened. I had too much to drink and-”


“Don’t say that,”
he said, rage infusing his voice. “Don’t pretend I was some drunken mistake. We
both know you made love to me last night because you needed me as much as I
needed you.”


He was right, the
alcohol had nothing to do with her decision to go home with him. “Fine, I
wanted you. Are you satisfied?”


“No,” he said,
letting his hands fall to his sides. “But I will be when you admit you’ve never
stopped wantin’ me.”


There was no way
she intended to feed his ego with the words he wanted to hear. She still had
her pride, and the past year had helped her to become a stronger, more
independent woman than she ever was when they were together. She cringed when
she thought about the girl who cried herself to sleep because she thought
losing him would kill her. It didn’t kill her. She’d survived and she would
again. They’d only shared one night, and she would force herself to forget it
just like she’d forced herself to forget every other time they’d made love.


“You need to leave
now. I have a waiting room filled with people waiting to see me.”


“Let me pick you
up after work. I’ll take you out for dinner. We can talk about what happened
last night, about where we go from here.”


She thrust her
hands into her hair in frustration. “You’re not listening to me. We don’t go
anywhere from here. You go back to your life and I go back to mine.”


“My life is empty
without you,” he said quietly, looking her in the eye. “What do I have to do to
make you see that?”


His words hit her
like a sucker punch, rendering her speechless. The Evan she knew was rarely
weak or vulnerable. He was like a force of nature, brutal in his intensity,
terrifying and unstoppable once he’d set his course.


“I’m sorry.” She
truly was sorry. She loved him more than she’d ever loved anyone and his pain
still felt like her own. “I never wanted to hurt you. Last night should never
have happened.”


He touched a
finger to her mouth, tracing a line over her full bottom lip. “I’m glad it did
happen, ‘cause you almost had me convinced.”


She frowned.
“Convinced of what?”


“That you’d
stopped lovin’ me.”


She sucked in a
breath. She’d said that to him shortly after their break-up to force him to
back off, but as soon as the words left her lips, she wished she could take
them back. The pain she saw in his eyes had haunted her for months afterward.
“Evan, please…”


“It’s okay,” he
said, smiling. “You don’t have to say anything. After last night, I know how
you feel about me.”


The truth had been
in the way she’d kissed him, the way she responded when he made love to her.
“You may think-”


“We didn’t use
protection.”


She closed her
eyes when she realized she hadn’t taken her pill last night. She’d been in such
a hurry when she went home to shower and change that she’d forgotten all about
it. “Damn it,” she whispered.


His face lit up as
he pulled her close. “You have nothin’ to worry about,” he whispered in her
ear. “I’ll always take care of you… and our baby.”


“Stop!” she said,
trying to pretend she wasn’t affected by the conviction in his voice. “I can
take care of myself and any children I may or may not have, with you or anyone
else.”


He glared at her
as he pulled back to look her in the eye. “I’ll always look after what’s mine,
and you don’t even have to entertain the idea of havin’ a baby with another man
‘cause it’s never gonna happen.”


That was the Evan
she remembered: jealous, possessive, a little crazy when he felt he might risk
losing her. It was that lethal combination that kept her from breaking up with
him half a dozen times.


“You need to go!
Now!” She pointed to the door, half-expecting him to laugh in her face. Evan
Spencer didn’t take orders from anyone.


He took a step
back and looked her up and down before he smirked. “I’m leavin’, but I can
promise you this isn’t over.”




Chapter Five


By the time she
was finally able to put her feet up, they were throbbing and she was so tired
she could have wept with relief that the day was finally over. She groaned
aloud when someone tapped on her door. “Go away,” she muttered.


Jeff peeked his
head in the door. “You want me to go get Chloe for you?”


“Thanks, but I’ll
pick her up in just a minute,” Erika said, hoping he would take the hint and
leave. No such luck.


He stepped inside
and closed the door behind him. “Are you gonna tell me what the hell happened
between you and Spencer last night?”


Erika was tired,
hungry, confused, and concerned about the pill she’d forgotten to take. She was
planning to call her doctor’s office before she remembered it was Saturday and
they wouldn’t be in until Monday. By then it may be too late. She would simply
go to the drug store and ask her pharmacist whether she thought the morning
after pill would be her best course of action. She knew that missing one pill
wasn’t supposed to be a problem, but she didn’t want to take any chances.


“I’d rather not
talk about this right now, Jeff,” she said, reaching in the desk drawer for her
purse.


“Too bad.”


His sharp tone
surprised her. He was always so even-tempered, unlike Evan. That was one of the
reasons she liked him. “I don’t owe you an explanation,” she said, gripping her
purse strap. “We’re both free to see other people, remember?”


“Your choice, not
mine,” he said, crossing his arms and glaring at her.


“Nevertheless, it
is what it is.”


“Does that mean
he’ll be escorting you to the wedding?”


“I didn’t say
that.” The wedding was only a few days away. Seven days in paradise with Evan
in full-on pursuit would be hell… or heaven, depending on whether she
surrendered. No! She couldn’t give in to him again. “Evan and I are not getting
back together.”


Jeff’s features
softened and he smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. So you’d still like me to go
with you?”


Erika knew it
wasn’t fair to use him as a buffer unless he knew the score. She pointed to the
chair across from her. “Sit down for a minute.” She waited for him to comply
before she said, “I’d be lying if I said I was completely over Evan. To be
honest, I don’t know that I’ll ever be over him entirely. He was a big part of
my life for a long time-”


“But that’s over.
You’ve said so yourself plenty of times.”


“It is, but that
doesn’t mean those feelings just go away.” She sighed, wishing she could find
the words to express something she didn’t understand. There was no logical
reason she should still be in love with Evan, but her heart didn’t seem to care
that the man was a thoughtless, self-centered workaholic.


“I understand that,”
he said, reaching across the desk for her hand. “I’m not asking you for a
commitment you’re not ready for. I just want you to give us a chance.”


“We made love last
night.” Her eyes fell to their joined hands before he withdrew his. “I’m sorry
if that’s not what you want to hear, but I thought you had a right to know.”


His lips pursed as
though he’d swallowed something sour. “I see. So what does that mean for us?”


“I don’t know,”
she said, scraping her fingernails over her scalp. “I like you. I think you’re
a great guy, but…”


“You’re thinking
about getting back together with him?”


“No, that’s never
going to happen.”


“Fine,” he said,
sighing. “Then why don’t we just pick up where we left off? We can continue
spending time together and see where it might lead.”


She was surprised
he was willing to be so magnanimous. “Are you sure you can do that?”


He looked her in
the eye. “I like you… a lot. I think you deserve better than a man who always
puts you last. It’s my job to prove to you that you deserve better. If you’ll
let me?”


She reached across
her desk to offer her hand. “The only thing I can offer you is friendship right
now, Jeff. It wouldn’t be fair to either one of us to try for more when Evan is
still in my heart.”


“That won’t always
be the case,” he said, bringing her hand to his lips. “One day you’re going to
wake up and realize the right guy has been here all along, just waiting for you
to come to your senses.”


She smiled at his
heartfelt sentiment. “You’re too good a man to waste his time waiting around
for me. You deserve better.” They were compatible on so many levels, but when
he touched her, she felt nothing compared to the volcanic eruption that
ascended when Evan kissed her.


“Sometimes the
love of your life is the person you least expect,” he said, holding her hand in
his. “You never know, that may be the case with us.”


She feared she met
the love of her life a long time ago, and no one else would ever be able to
steal that title from him.


Chloe was riding
shotgun in her harness when Erika pulled in to the drug store less than an hour
later. Fortunately it was cool outside, so she could open the windows enough to
allow the air to circulate. “You wait here,” she said, patting the dog’s curly
head. Fortunately, she was as tired as Erika after a full day of play at their
doggie daycare, so she had no problem resting her head on the seat and closing
her eyes.


“Mommy will be
right back.” Erika felt a sharp pang of regret as soon as the word left her
lips. She always referred to herself that way when speaking to Chloe, but it
sounded hollow tonight, perhaps because she was taking action to eliminate the
chance she’d created a baby with Evan last night.


Leaning her head
against the seat, she took a deep breath.


When she sensed
her mistress needed comfort, Chloe rested her head on Erika’s lap. “It’s not
that I don’t want a baby,” she whispered. “I do, but not now. Not with Evan.”
The little voice inside her head began mocking her. Truthfully, Evan was the
only man she could imagine fathering her children, but since that would never
happen, it was time to give up on the fantasy.


“Okay,” she said,
settling Chloe in the passenger’s seat. “I’m just going to do this. It’s no big
deal, right?”


Sprinting into the
drug store, she hurried to the back, grateful to see a familiar face behind the
counter. “Hi, Lucy. Do you have a minute? I just have a quick question.”


“Of course,” the
attractive middle-aged lady said, approaching the counter. “What can I do for
you, Erika? Are you here to pick up your prescription?” She began thumbing
through a small basket of paper bags when Erika held her hand up.


“No, I just, uh,
wanted to ask you something about the pills I’m taking.”


“Sure, what it
is?” She set her glasses down on the counter beside her. “Is there a problem?
Side effects?” She frowned. “You’ve been taking them a while and the doctor
hasn’t changed your prescription to my knowledge-”


“No, it’s nothing
like that. I was just wondering the risk if I forgot to take one?”


“That depends.”


“On?”


Lucy smiled. “The
timing, when you had your last period.”


“Right, of
course,” she said, blushing. She’d been so busy and distracted she hadn’t even
thought to look at a calendar. “Um, I’m not really sure.”


Lucy pulled a
small calendar out from under the counter. “Why don’t you have a look at that?
See if you can figure it out.”


“Right,” Erika
said, concentrating. Her last period had ended seven days ago, which meant she
was in the clear. “It was right here,” she said, pointing to the day on the
calendar.


“And you had
intercourse last night?” Lucy asked, lowering her voice when a white haired man
stopped in front of the counter to peruse the cold medication.


“Yes,” Erika said,
trying not to feel like an insolent child caught with her hand in the cookie
jar.


“Then you should
be fine. Just take the pill you missed as soon as you get home and resume your
normal schedule thereafter.”


“So I don’t need
the morning after pill?” She tried to ignore the pang in her stomach. She
couldn’t be disappointed she would never have the baby she didn’t even want
with a man who’d been out of her life for more than a year.


“You should be
fine,” she said, smiling. “No worries.”


“Thanks, Lucy. You
really put my mind at ease.” She turned to leave and ran straight into Evan.


He grabbed her
arms to steady her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. Your receptionist told
me you had to make a quick pit stop here on the way home.” He glanced at the
pharmacist and nodded.


“What are you
doing here? I thought I told you-”


“Why don’t we have
this conversation outside?” he asked, threading his hand through hers.


She wanted to pull
away, but didn’t want to make a scene, so she allowed him to lead her outside
before withdrawing to put some distance between them.


“What the hell was
that about?” he asked, hooking a thumb over his shoulder.


“I wanted to make
sure I wasn’t at risk of getting pregnant after last night. You’ll be glad to
know you have nothing to worry about.”


He narrowed his
eyes. “I wasn’t worried. In fact, I was kind of hopin’ you were pregnant.”


She couldn’t
control the urge to laugh. “I thought it was women who usually tried to entrap
men with unplanned pregnancies, not the other way around.”


“Would it really
be so terrible… havin’ my baby?”


Erika could see
that she’d hurt him and that hadn’t been her intent. Touching his forearm, she
said, “I’m sure you’ll be a wonderful father, when and if you decide to commit
your whole heart to it.”


“Like I committed
my whole heart to you?”


She couldn’t deny
he had done that in the beginning and she’d been foolish enough to believe it
would last forever.


“Why did you track
me down?” she asked as she started walking toward her car.


A new black Jaguar
was parked beside her late model economy car and she had little doubt who it
belonged to. “Your ride?” she asked, trying to suppress a smile. That car had
Evan written all over it. Sleek, sexy, and expensive.


“Yeah, you wanna
go for a spin?” he asked, dropping the keys in her hand.


“Maybe some other
time,” she said, shaking her head. It was tempting. She’d always loved those
cars… “I better go. I’m tired and hungry and…” She tossed him the keys.


“Actually,” he
said, holding his hand up as he walked around to the passenger’s side of his
car. “That’s why I stopped by. I was over at my parents’ place for dinner and
my mom made her famous lasagne and homemade bread.”


Erika’s stomach
rumbled, making her grateful he stood several feet away, so he couldn’t hear
it.


“I figured you
wouldn’t take the time to eat today, so I thought you might like some.”


She couldn’t help
but smile. That was the Evan she’d fallen in love with years ago: sweet,
considerate, loving… “That was really nice. Thank you. And thank your mom for
me too.”


He handed her the
paper bag. “You can thank her yourself when you see her on Friday night.”


She raised an
eyebrow in question.


“At the airport.”
He chuckled. “You haven’t forgotten Dom and Lena’s wedding, have you?”


“Oh no.” She
blushed and dipped her head. “Right. Okay, um. I’ll see you there.”


He winked at her
over the roof of his car. “Lookin’ forward to it.”






Chapter Six


Evan hated being
idle. He was a man of action, constantly putting out fires and mitigating
disaster. It wasn’t like him to sit back and do nothing, especially when he
wanted something as much as he wanted Erika, but he promised himself he
wouldn’t contact her this week. He would give her time to miss him and ponder
the incredible night they’d shared. One more day, just one more day until he
would see her. Pathetic, but he was already counting the hours.


Ryan poked his
head in the door and grinned. “Workin’ hard or hardly workin’?”


Evan rolled his
eyes. “That’s your motto, not mine.”


“I haven’t seen
much of you this week. You’ve been busy, huh?” Ryan asked, sitting down across
from him.


“Yeah, we got a
lot goin’ on. How are things on your end?”


Ryan crossed his
legs and smiled. “Nothin’ I can’t handle.”


Evan had to admit
he was impressed with the way his brother was settling in as the second in
command. He’d always been reluctant to give Ryan too much responsibility
because he wasn’t sure he could handle it, given his carefree attitude, but
that seemed to be changing. It gave Evan hope that maybe he could start
delegating more of his workload.


“So listen, I had
an idea I wanted to run past you.”


“I’m listenin’,”
Evan said, tipping his swivel chair back. When Ryan hesitated to fill him in,
Evan said, “Just say it already, I haven’t got all day.”


“So I stopped by
Uncle Trey’s place last night and we got to talkin’.”


“And?” Evan hit
the mouse to refresh his computer screen. “How’s he enjoyin’ retirement?”


“He loves the fact
he doesn’t have to travel anymore, but I think he misses the business.”


Trey Turner had
been country music royalty for nearly three decades before he decided to retire
last year. “But he’s made it clear that he’s not interested in makin’ music anymore.”


“I’m not talkin’
about him makin’ music.”


Evan reached for
his coffee mug and took a mouthful, grimacing when he found it cold. “Then what
are you talkin’ about?”


“A big part of
what you do is findin’ new talent, negotiating with them, workin’ with Avery to
help build their brand…”


“Yeah, so?”


“What if we
brought Trey on board as an artist development consultant?”


Evan frowned. No
one had ever assumed such a role at Titan. “An artist development consultant?
What the hell does that even mean?”


“Think about it
for a minute,” Ryan said, raising his hand to halt Evan’s objections. “No one
knows country music better than Trey. He understands what it takes to build and
sustain a career that spans decades. He understands the business, marketing,
packaging, branding, public relations, touring, song writing… Hell, there’s
nothin’ he doesn’t know about it.”


“I’ll agree with
you there,” Evan said. He started to see where his brother was going, and he
had to admit he liked the idea. There were few people in this world he trusted
more than his Uncle Trey, and if he could help reduce Evan’s workload by
shouldering some of the responsibility at Titan, Evan was all for it. It would
give him more time to convince Erika he was a changed man.


“Trey could scout
new artists and help develop them once we hammer out the deal. He could be
there to hold their hands, answer any questions, help build their image so they
can be a multi-platinum selling artist like he was.”


“It could work,”
Evan said, shaking his head.


“Damn right it
could. Come on, think about it, Ev. We’re good, but we’re still wet behind the
ears compared to Trey. As a new artist just breakin’ on to the scene, wouldn’t
you be stoked to work with Trey-freakin-Turner?”


“Yeah, I would.”
His eyes narrowed as he tried to keep his excitement in check. This could be
exactly what he needed to put a little balance back in his life. “Have you
talked to him about this?”


“No, I wanted to
talk to you first.”


“I appreciate
that,” Evan said, inclining his head. “Hell, I think it’s a great idea. We just
have to convince Trey. Why don’t you get him on the phone, set up a meetin’ for
later today or tomorrow before we leave?”


“I was thinkin’ we
should wait until we’re in the Bahamas to talk to him about it.”


“Why?” Evan asked,
folding his arms.


“Then it wouldn’t
seem so much like a contrived business proposition, you know what I mean? It
would just be his two nephews pitchin’ a cool idea they had.”


“What’s the
difference?”


“He retired
because he wanted to spend more time with his family. I don’t want him to think
this is gonna be a full-time proposition. It doesn’t have to be. I mean, you
probably spend, what, twenty-five or thirty hours a week on artist acquisition
and development?”


“Yeah, about
that,” Evan said, scanning his schedule in his head.


“Think about it,
you could go from workin’ eighty hours a week to fifty hours a week if Trey
goes for this. Five days a week, ten hour days, and your weekends are your own
again. How great would that be?”


“Since when does
my schedule concern you?” Evan asked, frowning.


He had noticed
Ryan trying to convince him to delegate more responsibility lately, and when
he’d finally agreed to start small to see if his brother could handle the added
pressure, he’d been pleasantly surprised. Not only had Ryan handled it
effortlessly, but he’d completed the tasks in half the time it would have taken
Evan because he wasn’t being pulled in so many different directions.


“Since you’ve been
so miserable this past year,” Ryan said quietly, leaning forward. “I hate that
I’ve found everything I ever wanted with Bri and you’ve had to sacrifice your
one shot at happiness because of this company. It doesn’t seem right. If I can
do anything to help you get back on the right track, I’ll do it. Anything.
Whatever it takes.”


His brother still
surprised him sometimes. Over the past year, Evan had watched Ryan go from a
hard-drinking, self-centered player happy to collect a pay check for partying
with the talent to someone who routinely pulled ten and twelve hour days to get
the job done. “Thanks, man, that means a lot.”


“I know you’ve
been through hell since you lost Erika, but from what I saw the other night,
you may have another chance with her and I really don’t wanna see you screw
that up.”


Evan smirked.
“Thanks… I think.”


“You gonna tell me
what happened when you guys left Jimmy’s?” Ryan asked, kicking his feet up on
the desk as he settled in to hear the story.


Evan had never
been comfortable talking to his brother or any of his friends about his sex
life, especially when it involved Erika. But he’d been struggling to make sense
of that night. He wanted to believe it was the start of a new beginning for
them, but when she claimed it was a mistake…


If there was one
subject Ryan was an authority on, it was women. Maybe he could help him put the
situation in perspective. “We slept together.”


Ryan grinned.
“That’s what I’m talkin’ about.” He held his clenched hand out for a fist bump.


Evan rolled his
eyes. “What are we? Sixteen years old? Grow up, already.”


“Okay, gimme the
detes,” he said, chuckling as he wiggled his fingers. “Was it as hot as you
remember?”


“Crazy hot,” Evan
said, trying to wipe the smug smile off his face. “There’s no doubt in my mind
that she’s still into me, but she’s runnin’ scared.”


“Can you blame her?”


Evan didn’t need
to hear his brother’s condemnation. He’d already beat himself up enough about
the mistakes that cost him the most important relationship in his life.
“Suddenly you’re an expert on relationships? Hell, Bri is the first real
relationship you’ve ever had.”


“Yeah, but I’ve
learned a lot in the last little while, bein’ with Bri, and you can be damn
sure I’d never neglect or ignore her the way you did with your woman.”


“Don’t start,”
Evan said, feeling that familiar twinge of guilt that plagued him whenever he
thought about the boyfriend he should have been… the man Erika deserved.


“You left her home
alone night after night or dragged her out to parties when she wanted time
alone with you. You told me yourself that you’d leave before she woke up and
get home after she’d already gone to bed most nights. You told me yourself you
stopped makin’ love to her ‘cause you were so damn tired…”


Evan winced when
he thought about how many weeks would pass without the physical intimacy they
used to share. He always told her he would make it up to her on the weekend,
but those days were all about attending the required parties, being seen at the
right events…


“Hell, she used to
beg you to take a vacation or even just go away for the weekend, and you’d
always tell her you couldn’t get away. Do you know how that must have made her
feel, to know she mattered so little to you?”


“Why’re you doin’
this?” Evan asked, his voice cracking with regret. “You don’t think I’ve told
myself a thousand times what a stupid S.O.B. I am? You’re supposed to be my
brother, to have my back…”


“That’s what I’m
tryin’ to do, man,” he said, leaning forward. “If I were the one makin’ these
dumbass mistakes with Bri, I’d count on you to slap me upside the head and tell
me to get my act together before I lose the best thing that ever happened to
me.” Ryan linked his hands behind his head. “I hate like hell that I was too
selfish to see what you were doin’ to that girl before it was too late. I
should’ve been there. I should’ve been the brother you’ve always been to me.”


Evan shook his
head. “The blame for this falls squarely on my shoulders, Ry. I was hell-bent
on doin’ things my way, provin’ to the world that I was every bit as good as
the old man, but you know what? I’m not, and I’m okay with that.”


“Like hell you’re
not,” Ryan said, rolling his eyes. “We made more last quarter than we have at
any other time in our history.”


“Yeah, but Dad was
more than just a business man. He was a father, husband, friend, and he earned
those titles. He didn’t let us grow up without him just ‘cause he had a
business to run. Hell, he and Mom are as in love now as ever. How do you think
they’ve made it work for so many years?”


“Yeah, I guess
you’re right.”


“Mom said
somethin’ at Jimmy’s the other night I can’t get out of my head.”


“What’s that?”


“She told me that
Dad always put her and his family first, no matter what.” He sighed. “Why
couldn’t I have done that… put the woman I love first? If I had, we’d still be
together.”


Ryan tapped his
watch. “We’ll be boardin’ that jet soon. You’ll have seven days in paradise to
convince Erika you’re not the same man she walked out on.” He got to his feet.
“You know I’ll do whatever I can to help.”


“Thanks, Ry.” He
looked his brother in the eye. “Hey, you grew up while I wasn’t lookin’.”


Ryan chuckled. “I
know, it’s amazin’ what the love of a good woman will do for you.”


Erika raced up to
the steps to her friends’ boutique. She was twenty minutes late for their final
dress fitting, and judging by the parking lot, the rest of the bridal party was
already there waiting on her.


“There she is,”
Alisa said, raising a glass of champagne. “Girl, we thought you’d never get
here.”


“I’m so sorry,”
Erika said, a little breathless. It reminded her that she really needed to
squeeze in a little more cardio on her days off. “There was an emergency at the
clinic right before I left and Jeff had already left for the day, so I had to
take care of it.”


“Speaking of
Jeff,” Lena said, taking a long, coral silk gown off the rolling rack, “is he
still coming to the wedding?”


“Of course, why
wouldn’t he?”


Alisa, Brianna,
Lena, and Anna shared a look before Lena said, “Uh, when you left with Evan the
other night, we just kind of assumed that meant y’all were gettin’ back
together.”


“We’re not!” She felt
the heat creep up her neck when she realized she’d been so emphatic. “It was
one night… that never should have happened.”


“So you guys did
sleep together?” Alisa asked, grinning. Alisa was Evan’s cousin and Lena’s
business partner. Erika still considered Alisa a close friend, but she wasn’t
willing to share intimate details of that night with anyone, not even her
closest friends. It still hurt too much to think about.


“Does Jeff know
what happened between you and Evan?” Lena asked, setting the dress over Erika’s
arm.


“Of course, I have
nothing to hide.” She shrugged when Anna raised an eyebrow. “We were both free
to date other people and he of all people knows that I still have a soft spot
for Evan.”


“If you ask me,
you and Evan would still be together if not for that guy,” Lena said, scowling.


Lena and her
fiancée had never made a secret of the fact Jeff wasn’t their favorite person,
but they tolerated him for Erika’s sake. “I know you think Jeff convinced me to
break up with Evan, but that wasn’t the case.” She sighed when the four women
rolled their eyes in unison. “Okay, maybe I confided in him that things weren’t
going well at home and he convinced me to get out before I wasted any more time
with a man who was never going to change, but he was right, wasn’t he?”


Alisa sat down in
an overstuffed armchair and pulled her legs up as she reached for her champagne
flute. “I beg to differ. I think Evan was just going through a period of
transition. I think things would have gotten better if you’d just given him a
little more time to sort things out.”


It hurt Erika to
realize that her friend blamed her for the break up. “Really?” she asked,
turning to Brianna. “You work with Evan. Has he slowed down at all in the year
since we broke up?”


Looking
uncomfortable at being put on the spot, Brianna said, “No, I can’t say that he
has. He is trying to delegate more responsibility to Ryan though.”


“Probably so he
can free himself up to work on other projects,” Erika said, heading for the
dressing room. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be right back.”


Anna touched her
arm as she made her way past her. “Hey, we love you and Evan. We just want you
to be happy.”


“I know.” Erika
couldn’t be angry with her friends for wanting her to smile the way she used to
when Evan was a part of her life. Her pride wouldn’t allow her to admit it, but
nothing filled the void he left. Not a new man, a puppy, a home of her own, a
business she loved…


Lena put her arm
around Erika’s waist and whispered in her ear, “I’ve known you a long time,
girl. I’ve seen you happy and I’ve seen you miserable.” She pointed at the
reflection of the two of them in the mirror. “You don’t look happy right now,
and you haven’t for a long, long time.”


“You don’t think I
want to fix my life?” she asked, setting the long dress on a hook outside the
fitting room door. “I do. I just don’t know how.”


Lena tugged on her
hand, leading her back to the sitting area. “We just want you to listen.”


“I know y’all are
trying to help, but-”


“Hush,” Alisa
said, handing her a glass of champagne. “You don’t get to have your say until
we’ve had ours.”


“Why is this
starting to feel like an ambush?” Erika asked, bringing the glass to her lips.


Lena inclined her
head toward an empty chair, encouraging Erika to sit down as the other women
gathered around, claiming spots in vacant chairs and on the arms of the small
sofa. “We’ve wanted to talk to you about this for a while. Given what happened
between you and Evan the other night…”


“You’re assuming
something did happen,” Erika said, trying to ignore her friends’ smug smiles.


“The way he
dragged you out of there, I’d be surprised if y’all made it out of the limo.”


Erika lowered her
head to hide her crimson cheeks when she thought about what had almost happened
in the limo. “I’d had a lot to drink. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”


“You were thinking
with your heart instead of your head for the first time in over a year,” Lena
said quietly.


Erika knew her
friends were only trying to help, but it was difficult not to feel defensive.
“I did what I had to do.” She lifted her head and looked at each woman in turn.
“You think leaving him was easy? It was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do,
but I did it, and I’m not ever going back.”


“We’re not
suggesting you go back to the way things were,” Alisa said quietly. “We’re just
suggesting you give him a chance to try and make things better. He still loves
you, honey. You have to know that.”


She didn’t doubt
Evan’s love for her. What she questioned was his ability to change. He was a
workaholic, perfectionist, control freak… Those characteristics were so deeply
ingrained in him she knew he’d have to suffer amnesia to transform into a 9-5
guy, satisfied spending his evenings in front of the TV with a cold beer in one
hand and her in the other.


“You don’t know
Evan the way I do. You just see one side of him.”


“I’ve known that
man my whole life,” Alisa said. “There’s nothing you can tell me that I don’t
know.”


“Same goes for
me,” Bri and Anna said, almost in unison. The women looked at each other and
laughed.


“You don’t know
the man I fell in love with, the man who would have done anything to make me
happy. I see what you guys have,” she said, looking at Lena, Alisa, and
Brianna. “I used to have that with Evan, but somewhere along the way, we lost
it and there was no way to get it back. He didn’t even seem to want to try.”


“Maybe not then,”
Alisa said. “But he does now.”


“Only because he
doesn’t have me anymore.” She took a sip of her champagne, trying to blink back
the tears threatening to spill down her cheeks. “How do I know that even if I
did give him another chance, he wouldn’t turn into the same guy who broke my
heart a few months down the road?”


“There are no
guarantees in life,” Bri said, reaching for her hand. “But I honestly believe
Evan has realized the mistakes he’s made.”


“That’s just it,”
Erika said, getting to her feet. She set her glass down on the small table
beside her chair. “There are no guarantees, and I’m not willing to take that
kind of risk again. I’m sorry if that’s not what y’all want to hear, but as my
friends, I’d really appreciate it if you could respect my decision.”






Chapter Seven


Evan was running
late getting to the airport thanks to a conference call that took longer than
he expected. Thankfully, they were taking Titan’s jet, which meant it wouldn’t
take off until he was on board.


He rounded the
corner and stopped short when he saw one unwelcome face in the small crowd of
friends and family. What the hell…? He came up behind Erika and gripped
her upper arm. “Can I have a word with you?”


The color rose in
her cheeks as she smiled at the bridal party. “Will you excuse us for just a
minute? This won’t take long, ladies.”


“Take your time,”
Lena said, winking at Evan. “We don’t mind waiting.”


He took Erika
around the corner, away from inquisitive eyes and ears. “You wanna tell me what
you were thinkin’ bringin’ him here?” He’d waited all week to see her again
only to find out she had the nerve to bring a chaperone so he couldn’t get
close enough to execute his plan.


“I don’t know
about yours,” she said, shaking his hand off her arm, “but my invitation said
plus one. Jeff is my plus one.”


“Minus one, if you
ask me,” he muttered.


She glared at him.
“Who are you to lecture me about bringing a date? I noticed Natasha is here.”


He rolled his
eyes, but couldn’t quash the surge of hope that swelled in his chest. She was
jealous of Natasha; that had to mean, despite her protests, she still cared.
“Natasha has a boyfriend, but he couldn’t make it.”


She raised an
eyebrow. “Really?”


His eyes scanned
her body, taking in the skin tight warm-up suit she’d obviously worn for
comfort. “Does that make you happy, knowin’ Natasha’s off the market?”


She lifted a
shoulder, feigning disinterest, but he knew her too well to be taken in by her
calm demeanor. “Why should I care who you date?”


He grabbed her
waist, pulling her body against his just enough to drive the air out of her
lungs in a gasp. “You care because just a few days ago, you shared my bed.” He
skimmed his lips across her jaw. “And I know you too well to think that was
just a casual one-night stand. You don’t do casual, remember?”


She pressed her
palms into his chest and tilted her head back to look at him. “How do you know
that? Maybe I’ve changed.”


He smiled,
enjoying her insolence. She definitely wasn’t the same sweet girl he’d fallen
in love with years ago. She was all woman now: confident, sassy, and sexy. And
there was no way he was letting her walk away again. He didn’t care what it
cost. No price was too great to keep her in his life.


“You weren’t
sleepin’ with Jeff the jackass. That tells me you wanna heat up the sheets with
only one guy, baby.” He brushed his lips against hers, smiling when her eyes
drifted closed. “We both know I’m the only guy you’ve ever wanted to be with.”


“God,” she said,
pushing him away. “You’re as arrogant as ever.”


He reached for her
hand and pressed a kiss to the inside of her wrist. “Just confident… that we
were meant to be together. If I had any doubt about whether you still had
feelings for me, you erased it that night in my bed,” he whispered, flicking
his tongue over her pulse point.


“How many times do
I have to say this?” she said, trying to withdraw her hand. “I can’t be with
you anymore.”


“You can’t be in
love with the guy I was, I get that. He was a selfish asshole, but you’re gonna
fall in love with the guy I am today. You’ll see.” He would make it impossible
for her to resist him. By the end of this trip, her pseudo-boyfriend would be
riding coach and they’d be locked down in their private jet’s master bedroom.


“I don’t want to
hurt you again,” she said quietly. “And I don’t want to get hurt either. We
need to just let this thing go. Accept the fact that we had our time and now
it’s over.”


He ran his hand
over her hair, a flicker of a smile passing his lips. “Baby, we’re just gettin’
started. We have the rest of our lives to be together.” He took a step closer,
half-expecting her to retreat. “That’s what you wanted, what I believe you
still want, and that’s what I’m gonna give you.”


“No…” She shook
her head as a frown creased her brow. “That’s what I used to want, but that was
before. My life is different now. I’ve moved on.”


Evan smirked.
“You’ve moved on with that guy? Come on now, girl. We both know you chose him
for one reason only: he’s a safe bet.”


She crossed her
arms and tapped her flip flop against the carpet under her feet. “What the hell
do you know about it?”


“I know you…” He
leaned in closer, whispering, “I know what you need, and it sure as hell isn’t
him.”


“You’re so damn
sure you’re the only guy who could ever make me happy. You seem to forget you
had years to prove it and you failed miserably.”


Evan felt the
force of those words. She was right, and for once, he wouldn’t deny her claim.
He had to own his mistakes if he wanted her to believe he wouldn’t repeat them.
“I wasn’t man enough to give you what you needed back then. I can admit that.
But I am now.”


“Really? What’s
changed, Evan? You’re still at Titan all hours of the day and night from what I
hear-”


He pulled her
against him and brushed a kiss across her cheek. “You wanna know why? I go home
and look at your picture, fall asleep in the bed we used to share, and I…” He
pressed her hand against his chest so she could feel the steady beat of his
heart. “I miss you so damn much there are days it takes everything in me not to
drive by your work and plead with you to give me just one chance.”


A tear slipped
down her cheek and she quickly brushed it away. “I would’ve given anything for
you to love me this much when we were together, but you couldn’t. That damn
company was your first and only love and I know it still is.”


“No, it’s not,” he
whispered, knowing earning her trust again would take time. He had no idea how
valuable that was until he lost it, and now it seemed that was the only thing
he wanted money couldn’t buy. “I swear to you it’s not.”


“I can’t listen to
any more of this,” she said, taking a step back. “I know we have to spend the
next week together, and for Dom and Lena’s sake, I’m willing to try and get
along, but don’t push me or I will fight back, Evan.” She squared her shoulders
and looked him in the eye. “I’m not the same silly little girl who fell head
over heels in love with you. You can’t make me believe your lies just because
you whisper them in my ear in the heat of a passionate moment, and you can’t
buy my forgiveness with expensive jewelry.” She set a hand on her hip. “I’m
doing just fine on my own. In fact, I love my life exactly the way it is.”


He smiled at the
conviction he heard in her voice. Anyone else would have been fooled, but no
one knew her as well as he did. “I got that when you sent back everything I
ever gave you.” His smile slipped. He wasn’t that good of an actor. “I’m not
even gonna try pretendin’ that didn’t hurt like hell.”


“It wasn’t about
getting even, if that’s what you think,” she said, casting a glance at the
ground. “But I didn’t want any of those things. They reminded me too much of…”
She sighed. “The one thing I wanted. The only thing you weren’t willing to give
me.”


He held his
breath, knowing this would hurt more than any well-aimed insult.


“I just wanted a
simple gold wedding band.” Her eyes were shining when she looked up, but he saw
a sense of resolve that told him she’d made up her mind and he wasn’t going to
get what he wanted this time. “I needed to know that you wanted me and only me
for the rest of our lives.”


His throat was
thick with emotion when she started to walk away. “Erika, wait.” She looked
over her shoulder and the despair he saw in her eyes tore him apart.


“I can’t wait any
longer, Evan. It’s time for you to let me go, for good this time.”


 


***


 


Evan retreated to
the master bedroom as soon as they boarded the plane, and most of the other
passengers were already asleep when Jeff reached for Erika’s hand. She let him
comfort her because she needed a shoulder to lean on. She didn’t know why, but
she felt sad and lonely after her talk with Evan.


“Are you okay?” he
asked, kissing the top of her head when she leaned on his shoulder.


“Yes.” She sighed.
“No. I don’t know.”


“You must know
that a man who loves you would never hurt you this way, Erika. He just wants
you back because he can’t have you. If you gave him what he wanted, he would
revert to the same selfish bastard you walked out on.”


She knew he was
right, but admitting it still hurt. “I told him I’ll never take him back.” She
sniffled. “I’m not going to lie to you, Jeff. I still love him. I probably
always will, but I know I can’t be happy with someone like Evan. He’s too
driven, too ambitious. He puts his career above everything, and I don’t want to
be with a man like that anymore.”


“We could be so
good together,” he said, smiling down at her. “We have the same passion for
animals. We’re a great team at work. You know we could take that clinic to
heights your father never even imagined.”


It bothered her
when he belittled her father’s accomplishments. She was proud of the clinic her
father had built because she knew he poured his heart and soul into it. He
saved every patient he could, and when he couldn’t prolong their lives, he
consoled the pet owners with the patience and understanding of a friend, not a
doctor. “I like the clinic exactly the way it is. I’m not interested in
expanding.” She sat up, easing her hand out of his grip. “We have the clinic,
the grooming facility, boarding, doggie daycare, and the small retail store. I
couldn’t handle any more than that.”


“Maybe not alone,
but I’m more than willing to help you expand the business. We could hire more
people-”


She held her hand
up to silence him. “We’re not going to do anything. It’s my clinic. I
make the decisions, and I’ve already decided that I’m satisfied with things
exactly as they are. I work forty-five hours a week because I want to have time
for my charity, not to mention, a life. I don’t want to become the person I
used to condemn Evan for being. I love my work, but I don’t want it to be the
only thing in my life that matters.”


“You’re one of the
finest vets I’ve ever seen, Erika. I admire your gift with animals.”


“I appreciate
that.” She knew he was trying to soften her resolve, but it wouldn’t work. She
wanted to settle down and have a family some day and that wasn’t going to be
possible if she committed every waking hour to her business. She needed a
healthy balance, something she’d always pleaded with Evan to find. “But I’m not
going to change my mind, Jeff.” She withdrew a magazine from her carry-on and
turned on the overhead reading light. “If you have this great vision for a
different type of business, no one is stopping you from pursuing it.” Jeff was
a valuable member of her team, but she knew other vets out there would gladly
claim his job without telling her how to run her business.


They’d become
close during the past year and a half, and she’d come to rely on his support,
but she wouldn’t allow him to dictate how she should run her life or her
business. He was the one who convinced her that she’d already invested too much
time and effort in a relationship that was no longer working, and she was glad
she’d had his support to help her get through the break-up, but she was
stronger now. She didn’t need his advice about how to handle Evan. She knew she
could never go back to the way things were and she didn’t intend to.


“You know I could
never leave you,” he said, squeezing her leg.


She looked at the
hand resting on her leg before she turned her attention to his face. “I like
you a lot, but I think we both know the reason our relationship hasn’t evolved
the way you hoped it would.” She sighed. “We just don’t have the chemistry.”
She could see the tension in his jaw, and she knew he would try disputing her
statement.


“You haven’t even
given us a chance. You’re still hung up on that guy, and until you’re willing
to move on, no one else can give you what you need.”


“You may be
right.” She set her hand on top of his hand. “I want closure, and I hope that’s
what this trip will give Evan and me, but it still doesn’t change things
between us. I have to believe if you and I were going to develop feelings for
each other, we would have by now.”


“How the hell do
you expect to develop feelings for me when you’re sleeping with him?”


Luc, sitting
across the aisle, raised an eyebrow at Jeff’s sharp tone.


She smiled at
Evan’s father and said between clenched teeth, “Would you keep your voice down?
The whole world doesn’t need to know my business.”


“You think they
don’t know already?” he said, gesturing to the people seated around the plane.
“He’s here to get you back, and as far as they’re concerned, I’m the only
obstacle in the way. They don’t want me here anymore than he does.”


“That’s not true,”
she whispered. “We’re all here for one reason: to see our good friends get
married. This has nothing to do with you.” She’d accused Evan of being
self-centered, but she was beginning to realize Jeff shared the same trait.


“What did he say
to you earlier?” he asked, shifting in his seat to face her. “When he hauled
you away from your friends?”


Erika didn’t see
any reason to hide the truth from him. “He said he’s changed, that he wants to
prove it to me.” She would give anything for that to be true, to have a second
chance at the life she’d always wanted with a man she still loved with her
whole heart, but she couldn’t allow herself to believe his empty promises
again. Pinning all of her dreams on him had almost destroyed her last time.
This time she was smarter and stronger and she refused to believe his lies.


“That guy would
say whatever you want to hear to get you back.” He looked disgusted when he
said, “But as soon as he had you, things would go back to the way they were.
You’d spend all of your time alone, waiting for him to come home, arguing with
him because he forgot to call or he missed an important date-”


“You don’t have to
remind me why it didn’t work out with Evan. I haven’t forgotten how bad things
were.” And no matter how hard Evan tried, he wouldn’t be able to make her
forget.


 


***


 


Evan watched Erika
from across the table, the candlelight casting a glow over her beautiful face
as the gentle ocean breeze teased her hair. She seemed happy, carefree, as she
laughed and traded stories with their friends, but he knew she was uneasy with
the man at her side vying for her attention while her ex-lover stared them
down.


It killed Evan to
watch her with someone else. Even though he knew they’d never been intimate, he
questioned whether she might be willing to settle for a marriage built on a
foundation of trust and mutual respect if it meant she could spare her heart.


“So, how are
things at work, Ev?” Nick asked, bringing the beer glass to his lips.


Evan saw Erika’s
eyes drift to him, waiting for his response.


He didn’t take his
eyes off her as he said, “Actually, I’m in the process of makin’ some changes.
Tryin’ to make time for a life.”


Nick laughed as he
slapped him on the back. “It’s about time. You know what they say about all
work and no play.”


“I was the one who
suggested it,” Ryan said, linking his hand with Brianna’s. “I hate seein’ him
work himself to death.”


“You’re right,”
Evan said, still looking at Erika. “Some things are more important than work.”


Dominic clutched
his chest and grinned. “Damn, I never thought I’d hear you say that, Spencer.”


“Neither did I,”
Erika said, quietly. “Of course, saying it and doing it are two different
things, aren’t they?” She brought the wine glass to her lips and broke eye
contact.


“I guess the proof
will be in the steps I take to make it happen, right?” He folded his hands over
his stomach. “You may not believe me yet, but I promise you I am gonna make it
happen.”


“How do you plan
to do that?” Jeff asked, glaring at him. “You gonna become a man of leisure?
Live off your daddy’s fortune?”


Evan was sorely
tempted to lunge across the table and throttle the man, but he didn’t want to
ruin the week his friends had worked so hard to plan. “Living off someone
else’s hard work wouldn’t satisfy me,” Evan said, staring him down. “That may
work for you, but I need to challenge myself.”


The color rose in
Jeff’s cheeks as he gripped the armrests of his iron chair. “For your
information, Erika couldn’t get along at that clinic without me. I’m always
there to support her, which is a hell of a lot more than I can say for you.
Where were you when she needed you, Spencer?” He pretended to contemplate his
question. “That’s right, you were only worried about how you were gonna make
your next mil provin’ to the world you were more than just your old man’s
lackey.”


Erika grabbed his
arm. “Please, don’t do this.”


Dom chuckled as he
rubbed his hands together. “This has been long overdue if you ask me.”


Evan smirked at
his best friend’s reaction. Dom loved a good fight and was often the one to
instigate them back in college.


Lena rolled her
eyes at her fiancé. “Can we all pretend to be adults so they don’t throw us out
of here on the very first night?”


“Sorry, Lena,”
Evan said, raising his hand. “It won’t happen again.”


“Excuse me,” Erika
said, pushing her chair back.


Evan didn’t waste
any time getting to his feet as he followed her down the path to the beach.


“Why don’t you
just back off?” Jeff asked.


Evan turned to
look at the man over his shoulder. “I could ask you the same question.”






Chapter Eight


Erika strolled
along the beach trying to catch her breath. It was closing in on midnight, and
she was tired. She should have simply excused herself and retreated to her
room, but she’d always been drawn to water when she was trying to work out her
problems.


She wasn’t
surprised when Evan fell in to step beside her. “What do you want?” she asked,
pulling her wrap around skirt up to her knees so it didn’t trail in the water
as they walked along the shore line.


“I just wanted to
tell you I’m sorry for mixin’ it up with him back there. I didn’t mean to make
you uncomfortable.”


Gazing out at the
stars, she admitted, “I shouldn’t have brought him.”


“Why did you?” he
asked, slipping his hands into the pockets of the shorts he’d changed into when
they arrived at the resort.


“Maybe I didn’t
trust myself to be alone with you for a whole week,” she said, knowing he
already knew the reason she’d brought Jeff along. “I’m kind of ashamed to admit
I needed him as a buffer.”


“Did he know
that’s why you were bringin’ him?”


She ran her hands
over her upper arms. It was a beautiful night, but the breeze blowing in off
the ocean made it feel considerably cooler. “I think so.” He put his arm around
her and she let him pull her against his body as they walked. She’d always felt
so safe in his arms, and she suspected that would never change.


“Did you tell him
about what happened between us the other night?”


“Yes.”


“How did he take
it?”


“He wasn’t happy
about it.” She focused on the sand under her feet instead of her body’s
reaction to his touch. Falling back into bed with him would be so easy, but she
knew that would only give him false hope.


“You know he
doesn’t belong here. This week is about Dom and Lena. We could have a great
time together, just like old times. Why don’t I have the jet take him home?”


Evan was so used
to people bending to his will, but she refused to allow him to sway her. “I
can’t do that. He’s my friend and co-worker. I asked him here to spend the week
with me. If you don’t like it, that’s your problem.”


The hand on her
arm clenched, but he didn’t respond as they walked a few more feet in silence.
“I meant what I said earlier. I’m makin’ some changes at Titan.”


“Don’t do it for
my benefit, Evan. It won’t matter what you do; we’re not getting back
together.”


“Who said I’m
doin’ it for you?”


Ouch. “If you’re doing it for yourself, I’m happy
for you. It’s not healthy to work so much.”


“Yeah, besides I’m
thinkin’ it might be time to slow down. Buy the house, adopt the dog, find a
wife, have a couple of kids. You know, all the things we used to talk about.”


Her stomach
clenched as she imagined some other woman living her life. Pulling away
and stepping another foot closer to the water’s edge so she could feel the
splash of the water gliding over her feet, she said, “I hope you find
everything you’re looking for.”


He stretched his
arms over his head and released a contented sigh. “I will. I’m not worried.”


She glared at him
out of the corner of her eye. Of course he wouldn’t be worried. Women had
thrown themselves at him for as long as she could remember. He’d always been
rich, gorgeous, smart, and sexy, but now he had the impressive title to make
him the ultimate catch. “Just make sure you don’t choose some gold-digger who’s
only after your money,” she muttered.


He laughed. “I
have better taste in women than that, don’t you think?”


She didn’t know if
he was serious or just trying to bait her. Either way, she didn’t like it. “I
don’t know. It’s been a long time since you’ve had to find a girlfriend.
Unless…” She hated herself for asking, but her curiosity wrestled her pride to
the mat and won. “Have you been seeing anyone this past year?”


He shrugged. “I’ve
gone out on a few dates. Nothing serious.” Translation – I’ve slept with a
few women.


“Are you thinking
one of them might be the one?” It pained her to even ask the question,
but if he responded the way she feared he might, at least it would help her
move on.


“I didn’t think
so, but…”


She held her
breath as she waited for him to continue. When he said nothing, she clenched
the soft fabric of her skirt in tight fists and asked, “But?”


“That was before
you made me believe we didn’t have a chance at a future together.”


She narrowed her
eyes at him. “Back at the airport you made it sound like you weren’t ready to
give up on me. What changed your mind?”


“You did,” he
said, brushing a hand across her cheek to remove a strand of hair plastered
across her lips. “I don’t know why, but somethin’ clicked. I laid on the bed in
the plane for a long time thinkin’ about what we had, what I want…”


“And?” She was
determined not to cry. This was a good thing. He was finally willing to let her
go so she could get on with her life. “What do you want?”


“Like I said, I
want to settle down.” He reached for her hand. “We had some amazing years
together, but I know we can’t go back. You can’t trust me with your heart
again, and I understand why, but I hope that doesn’t mean we can’t be friends?”


She swallowed the
lump in her throat, determined not to let him see how much this hurt her. “You
want to be friends?”


“Sure.” He lifted
a shoulder. “You and Lena are still tight. Dom’s my best friend. We’re bound to
cross paths, you know, when Dom and Lena have kids. There’ll be baptisms,
birthday parties, holiday get-togethers. Our lives are linked, whether we like
it or not, right?”


She nodded, not
trusting herself to speak. She was grateful the breeze was drying her tears
before they could fall.


“I think what
happened the other night happened for a reason, so we can both find closure.”
He pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her head. “I’ll always care
about what happens to you, and you know that if you ever need anything, you can
always call me.”


“I know,” she
whispered, burying her head in his chest. She didn’t expect it to hurt so much,
but this felt more final than the first time they broke up because this time he
was letting her go instead of the other way around.


He tipped her head
up and brushed away the tear that escaped. “Please don’t cry.”


She sniffled. “I
know it’s silly. We’ve been broken up a long time, but…”


“It’s hard to say
good-bye.” He kissed her forehead. “I know, I feel the same way. You deserve to
be happy. I wish I could’ve been the guy to make you happy, but since I’m not,
I hope you find what you’re lookin’ for, baby.” He inclined his head toward the
restaurant at the top of the hill. “Just make sure it’s not with that loser.”


She smiled through
her tears. “Don’t worry. I know Jeff’s not the man of my dreams.”


“He’s out there,
you know,” he said, brushing her hair off her face. “And you just might be
closer to findin’ him than you think.”


 


***


 


Walking Erika back
to her room and kissing her on the forehead when he wanted to plunge his tongue
deep inside her mouth and initiate the kiss his body craved was the hardest
thing Evan had ever done, but he knew it was necessary.


His time on the
airplane had helped him to come to some important realizations. He didn’t want
her to acknowledge she was still in love with the guy he used to be. He wanted
her to fall in love with the man he hoped to become.


He meant it when
he told her he was ready to change. When they got home, he intended to
restructure the business and hopefully bring Trey on board, so he would have
more free time. He would buy the house in the family-friendly neighborhood,
adopt the dog he’d always wanted… and he knew just the place to take him while
he worked all day. Erika’s veterinary clinic had an excellent doggie daycare
facility and if she happened to see him coming in to pick his dog up at
promptly six o’clock every day, she would have to realize he wasn’t the same
workaholic he’d been when they were together.


Climbing the hill
to the bars and restaurants lining the path, Evan spotted his Uncle Trey on a
lounger. “Hey there,” he said, nudging his leg. “I thought all the old folks
had turned in by now.” He laughed when Trey opened one eye and gave him the
finger.


“Sierra headed up
a little while ago, but I needed to wind down for a bit before I turned in.”


Evan claimed the
spot next to him and looked out at the vast ocean. “It’s a beautiful spot,
isn’t it?”


“It sure is.”


“Erika and I
always talked about gettin’ married somewhere like this.” He sighed. “I gotta
let go of the past if I expect to move forward, but sometimes that’s easier
said than done.”


“I hear ya.” Trey
opened his eyes and turned his head to look at his nephew. “It’s gotta be
tough, seein’ her here with someone else.”


“She’s just
passin’ time with that guy. I know it’s nothin’ serious.”


“Still, it’s gotta
sting.”


“I guess.” It felt
like the right time to pitch his idea, and he knew his brother wouldn’t mind if
he talked to Trey without him, so he said, “Listen, Ryan and I were talkin’
about you the other day.”


“Oh yeah? What
about?”


“Just wonderin’
how you’re enjoyin’ your retirement.”


“There are things
I love about it, but I can’t deny I miss some things about the music biz. I’m
still writin’ songs, but it’s not the same.”


“We had an idea.”
He held his hand up. “Just hear me out before you say anything. You know I’m
swamped, and I could really use some help.”


“I hear Ryan’s
really been steppin’ up lately. That true?”


“Yeah, he’s been
great, but I need more help.”


“I’m listenin’.”


“We’re lookin’ for
someone with experience to work with the new artists. You know, listen to
demos, schedule preliminary meetings to see if they sound as good live, advise
us, and work with the artists once we’ve signed them.”


“You have record
execs who do a lot of that stuff already, Ev.”


“Yeah, but a lot
of the artist development falls on my shoulders, and let’s face it, our execs
are just a bunch of suits interested in churnin’ out number one hits. I want
someone who knows the music biz inside and out. Someone who understands what
these artists are goin’ through, what the fans want, how to make people fall in
love with them. I want someone who can encourage the artists to stay true to
their vision, ‘cause we both know that’s the only way fans are gonna buy what
they’re sellin’.”


Trey smiled. “Now
you really sound like your old man, kid. I remember in the beginnin’ of my
career, Luc told me I should never try to be someone I think the fans want me
to be ‘cause they’ll know I’m just tryin’ to sell them a bill of goods. I
should always stay true to myself, acknowledge my flaws, make the kind of music
I’d want to listen to, and appreciate each and every person who buys one of the
records ‘cause they’re the reason I get to wake up and do somethin’ I love
every day.”


Evan grinned.
“Sounds like somethin’ Dad would say.” Luc had been responsible for so many
legendary musicians in his career for a reason. He was the best, and Evan was
proud to be his son, to be given the opportunity to fill his enormous shoes.


“You’re so much
like him, Ev. But you’re different in a lot of ways too. It took him a while to
figure out what was really important in life, but he got there eventually. I’m
not gonna lie. I’m worried about whether you’ll ever sort it out.”


Trey had always
been someone he could confide in, so he didn’t hesitate to tell him about his
game plan with Erika. “I’m gettin’ there. In fact, that’s what this proposition
is about. I want to bring you on board so I can start to make time for a
healthy relationship. I want a wife and a family, and I still want the woman I
build that life with to be Erika. I don’t believe it’s too late to turn things
around and make her believe I’ve changed, but I know if I wait much longer, it
will be too late.” He drew a deep breath. “I’m kinda askin’ this as a favor,
Uncle Trey. Will you help me out?”


Trey grinned and extended
his hand. “Hell, you know all you had to do was ask.”


Evan felt a weight
lift as he shook Trey’s hand. “Thanks, man. You don’t know how much this means
to me.”


“Hey, what are
families for?”


 


***


 


Erika tried to
slip in to the room without waking Anna, but her roommate was lying in bed
watching TV. Jeff had wanted to share her room, but she wasn’t comfortable with
that arrangement, given the fact her ex was sleeping just down the hall.


“Are you okay?”
Anna asked, looking up at her.


“I don’t know,” she
said honestly, sinking down on the edge of her bed. “Evan and I had a long
talk. He’s ready to move on.”


“I find that hard
to believe. Anyone can see that he’s still in love with you.”


“I don’t think
that’s the issue,” Erika said, staring blankly at the screen. “We realize we
could never be happy together. We grew so far apart during the last year or two
of our relationship. We started wanting different things out of life.”


Anna turned the TV
off and turned toward her, curling up in the fetal position with the down duvet
tucked under her chin. “I know what you mean. I’m beginning to wonder whether
Tom and I are on different paths as well.”


Erika was
surprised to hear Anna questioning her relationship with her fiancée. They’d
been together for several years, and when he hadn’t accompanied her to family
functions recently, Erika just assumed he was busy with his residency at the
hospital.


“Are you guys
having problems?” Erika asked, kicking off her sandals and moving to the center
of the bed. “Is that why he didn’t come to the wedding?”


“No, he couldn’t
get away from work. We’re not really having problems, it’s just…” She bit her
lip, as though trying to find the words to express her confusion. “He’s
fielding offers from hospitals in other states. I knew relocating was a
possibility when he proposed and I thought I was okay with it, but now…”


“You’re not so
sure?”


“Yeah, is that
bad? I mean, I made a promise to him. I should be willing to honor that,
right?”


Erika smiled at
her friend. “Honey, you have to do what feels right to you. If going with Tom
doesn’t feel like the right call, don’t do it.”


She rolled onto
her back and covered her eyes with her forearm. “I’ve just invested so much
time and energy in this relationship. I can’t imagine starting all over again
with someone new.”


“I know what you
mean,” Erika said, tucking her knees under her chin as she curled her arms
around her legs. “That’s why it took me so long to end things with Evan. Well…
that, and I was still in love with him.”


Anna lifted her
arm to look at her friend. “That night at Jimmy’s, you told Evan you’d fallen
out of love with him a long time ago. That wasn’t true?”


“No.” She pressed
her cheek against her knee, letting her hair fall over her face. “I didn’t know
what else to say to get him to back off, so I said the only thing I could think
of to make him believe it was really over.”


“I can’t even
imagine how hard that must have been on both of you. Tom and I have been
together half as long as you and Evan were, and I know breaking up with him
would leave a huge void in my life.”


Erika fell on her
pillow, facing Anna. “More like a gaping hollow that seems to get deeper every
day.”


“Really?” Anna
propped her head in her hand, resting her elbow on the pillow. “So what they
say about time healing is just B.S., huh?”


“Yeah, I guess it
is.” Erika rolled on to her back, not wanting her friend to see the tears
threatening to spill down her cheeks.


“So, there’s
nothing between you and Jeff?”


“No. I mean, we’ve
gone out a few times, but it’s never gone further than a good-night kiss on my
doorstep. He’s a nice guy, but he’s not Evan. I just want someone who’ll make
me feel the way he did, you know?” She smiled and pressed a hand to her
stomach. “Someone who’ll give me butterflies… who can turn me inside out with
one kiss…” She sighed, tucking her hand under her head. “Is that too much to
ask for?”


Anna laughed.
“You’re asking the wrong person. I’ve never found anyone who makes me feel like
that.”


Erika rolled over,
facing Anna. “Seriously? Why did you agree to marry Tom if he doesn’t make you
feel that way?”


“I do love and
respect him. We seem compatible. He’s a good friend who’s always there to
support me when I need someone to lean on. I guess I thought that would be
enough.” She paused. “Do you think I’m settling? I mean, do you think there’s a
guy out there who could make me feel the way Evan made you feel?”


“I’m sure there
is. If my relationship with Evan taught me anything, it’s that you should never
settle for less than you deserve. You deserve a man who’s going to be your best
friend and an incredible lover. Someone who’s going to love you no matter what
and put you first. We all deserve that, An.”


“Yeah, but what if
we waste our whole lives searching and never find it? Then we wind up alone.”


Erika knew she was
too young to start fixating on that possibility, but her biological clock was
telling her it was time to face reality. In four short years, her risk of
complications during pregnancy increased significantly. She knew many women had
healthy babies well into their forties, but statistics made the prospect more
daunting.


“I’ve thought
about that,” Erika conceded. “A lot, actually.”


“Maybe you and
Evan could find a way to make it work.”


“Believe me, if
there had been a way, we would have found it while we were together.” She
thought back to all the sleepless nights while he traveled. The times she’d
prepared his favorite dinner and set the scene with candles and music, only to
fall asleep on the couch before he came home. The last minute cancellations
when she was all dressed up and ready to go out. She hadn’t felt like a
priority in his life for a long time, and that hurt even more than not being a
part of his life at all.


“I could never go
back to the way things were. It’s for the best… him deciding it’s time to move
on.” The little voice in her head may call her a liar, but her lacerated heart
knew it was true.






Chapter Nine


Evan watched his
friends repeat their wedding vows and his eyes drifted to Erika, standing
across the aisle from him, behind the bride. She looked stunning in a soft
coral floor-length gown that fluttered in the gentle tropical breeze. Her hair
was swept off of her neck and secured with sparkling, sporadically placed pins.
Her make-up was flawless, except for the subtle tear tracks on her cheeks. She
took his breath away.


He could imagine
them standing front and center with her wearing a white gown, her hands in his,
promising to love him forever. He wanted that with a ferocity that made his
stomach twist painfully. He only hoped it wasn’t too late.


As the officiant
pronounced the happy couple husband and wife, the wedding party linked arms and
descended the platform, making their way down the long white runner to the
cheers and tears of the guests lining the lawn.


Erika looked up at
him and smiled before linking her arm through his, and he ached to brush away
the tear streaking her cheek. He had been the cause of too much sadness in her
life, and he would do anything to erase the past two years from both of their
memories. He wanted to go back to a time when they had fun together, when they
made each other laugh and still believed they were meant to be together.


They followed Dom
and Lena into the private room the resort staff had decorated for the occasion.
Evan had to admit it was stunning, everything he would have wanted to give
Erika on their wedding day.


He led her to the
head table and Evan noted he and Erika were seated beside each other instead of
at opposite sides of the head table. He caught Dominic’s eye and his best friend
winked to let him know he’d orchestrated the seating arrangements.


“Everything looks
so beautiful,” Erika whispered.


Evan nodded in
agreement as everyone stood to watch Dom and Lena share their first dance as
husband and wife.


“They look so
happy,” she said, reaching for a napkin to dab at the tears streaming down her
face. She laughed as she waved a hand in front of her face. “I don’t know what
it is about weddings that makes me cry.”


He settled his
hand on her lower back and smiled. “You’re a romantic. You want to believe in
the fairy tale ending.” When she continued to stare straight ahead, watching
their friends circle the dance floor, he knew his words hurt her. “I’m sorry.
Somewhere along the way, I forgot how important that was to you.”


She shook her
head, refusing to look at him. “It’s ancient history, Evan.”


The Master of
Ceremony invited the rest of the bridal party to join them on the dance floor
and Evan took Erika’s hand, leading her toward the center of the floor.


She settled into
his arms effortlessly and he felt the tension melt away as she rested her head
on his shoulder with a contented sigh. They danced for several minutes without
speaking before he said, “Do you ever wish we’d had a night like this?”


Tipping her head
back to look at him, she said, “I used to plan everything about our wedding.”
She smiled. “I’d even tear pictures out of bridal magazines and paste them in a
scrapbook.”


His heart twisted
at the thought of her indulging her fantasies that way. How could I have
been so clueless? “Do you still have that scrapbook?”


She shrugged as a
pink stain covered her cheeks. “It’s probably buried at the bottom of one of
the boxes in my basement. I haven’t looked at it in a long time.” She met his
eyes. “It was just too painful.”


The raw emotion he
saw in her tear-filled eyes left him breathless. Needing to change the subject
before he made a fool of himself, he said, “So, how does it feel bein’ a
homeowner?”


“I like it.” She
lowered her gaze to his chest. “It’s a nice little house. I like having my own
space and the freedom to plant flowers. I have a fenced-in backyard, so I have
a place to play fetch with Chloe when I don’t feel like taking her to the dog
park.”


She’d always felt
so confined living in his luxury condo that didn’t allow pets. She wanted a
backyard, a garden, a dog to keep her company, but he insisted it was the wrong
time to sell. He told her to wait a year or two until the market had recovered.
Little did he know their relationship wouldn’t survive that long.


“You ever take her
to that dog park across from your clinic?” If he wanted to prove to her that
her life was perfectly compatible with the life he intended to build for
himself, he had to know what her habits were.


“Sometimes.
There’s a little park around the corner from my house. We go there a lot too.”


“I’ve been
thinkin’ it’s time for me to get out of that condo. In fact, I was talkin’ to
Sela about my options just yesterday. She’s got a couple of buyers who have
been lookin’ for units in my buildin’, so she doesn’t think it’ll be a tough
sell.”


“Are you sure
you’re ready to own a home?” she asked. “I mean, given how much you travel?”


“I’m gonna be
makin’ some changes in my life. Like I said the other day, it’s time for me to
start slowin’ down, give more attention to other areas of my life.”


She stiffened in
his arms. “Right, like finding a wife and having a couple of babies. I remember
you saying something about that. I’m sorry, but I’ll have to see that to
believe it.”


Erika had every
right to question him, which was why he had no intention of forcing the issue.
He could claim he was willing to change, but until she saw it with her own
eyes, her heart would never allow her to believe he was sincere.


“You wanna help me
find a dog when we get back home?” he asked, knowing he had to tread carefully
so he didn’t scare her away. “I’d really like to adopt a rescue, but I know
they can have a lot of issues that I’m not equipped to deal with. I thought it
would help to have someone with me who knows what to look for.”


She frowned.
“You’re not allowed to have dogs in your building.”


Evan smiled. “I
already told you, I don’t intend to stay in that buildin’. I’m buyin’ a house,
remember?”


“Yeah, but these
things take time. You have to sell your place, find something else, pack, arrange
the movers…”


He laughed.
“Sweetheart, money has a way of expediting the time table to suit you. If I
find somethin’ I like, I’ll make an offer contingent on an immediate closin’. If
I like their furniture, I’ll buy it. If not, I’ll get an interior designer to
furnish the place a.s.a.p.”


“What if you can’t
sell your place right away?”


He lifted a
shoulder. “It sits empty until it does sell. No big deal.”


“I’d forgotten how
easy it is for you to make things happen when you make up your mind about something.”


“I’ve had a lot of
practice makin’ things happen.” He tightened his grip around her waist as he
struggled with the urge to kiss her glossy lips. He told himself he just had to
be patient and wait for her to fall in love with him all over again.


 


***


 


The plane was dark
and quiet as everyone settled in to get some sleep, listen to music, or watch
TV on the return flight.


Erika leaned over
and caught Marisa’s eye. They shared a smile before Marisa snuck past her
sleeping husband to make her way into the aisle.“I can’t sleep. How about you?”


“No,” Erika said,
smiling. “I’m too wound up to sleep.”


“Why don’t we
venture into the back so we don’t disturb anyone? Things were kind of hectic
this week. We didn’t get much of a chance to catch up.”


“I’d love that,”
Erika said, standing up. Marisa had been a second mother to her during the
years she’d spent with Evan. When they broke up, she’d missed his family almost
as much as she missed him.


Settling into a
pair of oversized seats a few aisles behind the other passengers, Marisa asked,
“So how have you been? Really?”


Erika knew where
this was going, but since Marisa’s concern was coming from a place of love, she
didn’t resent it. “I’ve been okay, busy with work.”


“You and Jeff… is
it serious?”


Marisa had never
been subtle, especially when it came to her children and their happiness, so
Erika wasn’t surprised by the direct question. “No, it’s not. In fact, I’m
thinking this is probably the end of the road for us. It’s been tense between
us this week and things at work aren’t going well either. He has his own ideas
about how I should run the clinic and I don’t share his vision.”


“Hmm,” Marisa
said, glancing at the man in question. “Interesting. I can’t say I’m surprised.
He seems a little over-bearing.” She chuckled. “Of course, my husband and sons
seem to share that trait, so I can’t very well condemn him.”


Evan was
definitely a man used to getting what he wanted, but for reasons Erika couldn’t
explain, his attitude didn’t seem to bother her as much as Jeff’s did. Perhaps
when you loved someone as much as she loved Evan it was easier to look past
their faults.


“How has it been
for you guys since Luc retired? It must have taken some getting used to, having
him around all time?” Luc and Marisa were as close as any couple Erika knew,
but she could say the same for her own parents and retirement had been an
adjustment for them.


“It’s been great.”
She laughed. “Most days. That’s not to say we don’t get on each other’s nerves
from time to time.”


“That’s what
married life is all about, right? Taking the good with the bad.”


“Yes, it is,”
Marisa said, looking at Erika. “It’s not always going to be everything you
hoped it would be, but if the good outweighs the bad it’s usually worth it to
keep fighting.”


Erika knew Marisa
wasn’t referring to herself and Luc anymore. “I guess you’re right.”


“Were things
really that bad between you and Evan?” Marisa asked, quietly. “That you were
willing to just walk away and give up the fight?”


Erika couldn’t say
anything at first. The emotion welling up in her throat seemed to make speech
impossible, but once she was able to pull herself together, she said, “You
don’t know how hard it was.”


“Yes, I do,”
Marisa said, squeezing Erika’s hand. “Believe me, I know better than anyone.
Luc was a workaholic when we met. His career was the only thing that mattered
to him.”


Shifting in her
seat to face Marisa, Erika asked, “How did you handle that?”


“It wasn’t easy,
but once we got married and the boys were born things changed. Luc missed out on
so much of Nikki’s childhood. He didn’t want to make the same mistake with his
sons.”


“That makes
sense.”


“Evan wouldn’t
make that mistake either, Erika. I know he wouldn’t. Family means everything to
him. The only reason he’s working so hard at Titan is because he wants to make
his father proud.”


“I understand
that, and I don’t begrudge him a career he loves, but you can’t sustain a
relationship when you’re working all the time.”


“I know, honey.”
Marisa looked across the aisle at Ryan, who was sleeping with Brianna’s head on
his shoulder. “Evan has had to bear so much of the burden on his own for so
long, but that’s starting to change. And I know he realizes now that it wasn’t
worth losing you.”


Erika wanted to
believe that Marisa was right, but she knew Evan’s mother couldn’t offer an
unbiased opinion. “I’ll always love him, but-”


“Do you want to go
through your life feeling that way?”


“Excuse me?”


“You want to marry
someone else when in your heart you’re still in love with my son?”


“It’s not that
simple, Marisa.”


“Yes, it is,” she
said, quietly. “We can’t pick the men we fall in love with. The heart wants
what it wants and our head eventually has to come to terms with that.”


“Even if it’s not
what’s best for us?”


“Isn’t it?”


Evan walked past
and glanced at the two women huddled together, raising an eyebrow in question
until his mother shooed him away with her hand.


“Can you honestly
tell me that meeting Evan wasn’t the best thing that ever happened to you?” Marisa
asked.


Erika sighed.
There was no right answer to that question. “There were days during our
relationship when I would have said yes, but there were also other times when I
wish I’d never laid eyes on him.”


Marisa laughed. “I
feel that way about my husband sometimes, but so what? It dosen’t mean I don’t
love him. It just means that we’re human.”


To hear Marisa
talk, it sounded as though she thought Erika and her son were merely going
through growing pains in their relationship, but Erika knew it was more than
that. “I can’t be happy with the way things were.”


“That’s not what
I’m proposing.” Marisa sighed. “People change, honey. They learn from their
mistakes. Hopefully they grow, mature, and move on to different phases in their
lives. Evan’s not the same man you walked out on. Are you going to give him a
chance to prove that?”


Erika smiled when
Evan turned around to look at her. “Maybe. I’ll think about it, Marisa.”


“That’s all I
ask.”






Chapter Ten


Erika was
exhausted by the time she staggered out of her office, ready to call it a day,
but the sight of Evan leaning over the counter, flirting with her receptionist,
quickly infused her lagging spirit.


“What are you
doing here?” she snapped. She frowned at the young woman behind the desk before
turning her attention back to Evan.


“I was hopin’
you’d be willin’ to go to the animal shelter with me tonight?”


They had only
returned from Bahamas a week ago. Surely he couldn’t have moved already. “You
bought a house?”


He smiled at her
shocked expression. “I told you I would.”


“Yeah, but…”


“I moved in
yesterday. Turns out it was vacant. I don’t have a lot of furniture yet, but I
have the interior designer workin’ on that as we speak.”


“Huh.” She had to
admit she was surprised that he actually seemed to be following through with
his plans. The Evan she used to know would take immediate action when it came
to business, but his personal life always took a backseat, relegated to another
day, when he had more time. “I’m afraid I’m tired and hungry, Ev. It’s been a
long day. Rain check?”


“What if I promise
to feed you and get you a double espresso from your favorite café down the
street? Does that sweeten the deal?”


She had to smile
at his persistence. Evan was used to getting his own way, and while she knew
rejection was good for his ego, she found herself wanting to spend time with
him. He had invaded her thoughts relentlessly since they returned from the
wedding and his claims that he was ready to make some changes in his life had
piqued her curiosity.


“Fine, but I have
to pick Chloe up first.”


“What time do you
close?”


She checked her
watch, a non-descript gold-tone watch with a leather band. Nothing like the
flashy diamond Rolex he’d given her. “The day shift leaves in about two hours,
then they start to settle the dogs in for the night.”


“That should give
us enough time. Why don’t we pick her up on the way home instead? I’d love to
see how our dogs get along.”


She rolled her
eyes at his assumption. “You can’t just walk out of the shelter with a dog,
Evan. You have to fill out paperwork, provide references, go through an
approval process.”


He grinned as he
propped an elbow on the tall counter. “Done, done, and done. I just have to
pick out the dog I want to take home tonight.”


Trying to catch
him off guard, she asked, “Do you have everything the dog might need at home?”


“I think so,” he
said, looking adorably uncertain. “But you could check out my stash. If I
forgot anything, the stores will be open for a few more hours.”


“Okay,” she said,
sighing. She propped a hand on her hip, regarding him carefully. “Are you sure
you know what you’re getting yourself into? This is a big commitment.”


“I told you, I’m
ready to make a big commitment.”


 


***


 


Evan watched with
amusement as she scarfed down the greasy burger and fries. He knew it was a
rare treat for her and she wasn’t shy about eating every last bite.


“What?” she asked,
looking self-conscious as she wiped her mouth with a paper napkin.


“When I offered to
take you out for dinner, I had something a little nicer in mind.”


She wrinkled her
nose and pulled on the top of the scrubs she wore. “I had surgery today, so I
wasn’t exactly dressed for fine dining.”


He thought she
looked adorable in her green scrubs, but he knew she wouldn’t believe him if he
told her so, so he settled for stealing one of her fries instead of responding.


She slapped his
hand while getting a fierce look in her eye. “You already finished yours. These
are mine.”


He shrugged. “It’s
not my fault you eat slow. Growin’ up in my house, anything left on your plate
was fair game.”


She smiled. “I
always tried to avoid sitting beside Ryan at those Sunday dinners.” A sad look
passed her face and she looked down at her half-eaten hamburger. “I miss those
dinners.” She cleared her throat. “In fact, I miss your family. A lot. It was
nice catching up with them at the wedding.”


It was difficult
to feign nonchalance when he said, “You’re always welcome, you know that. If
you’re not doin’ anything this Sunday, you should come.”


She took a sip of
her soft drink as she seemed to consider his request. “I’m not sure that would be
a good idea. It might give people the wrong idea about us.”


He shrugged,
pretending it didn’t matter to him either way. “We’ll tell them the truth, that
we’re friends. Nothing more.”


Erika looked up at
him, her eyes wide with uncertainty. “Is that all we are? Just friends?”


His heart raced as
he thought about all of the things he was dying to do to her. No, she would
always be so much more than his friend. “Aren’t we?”


She blushed as she
dipped her head. “We did make love just a couple of weeks ago.”


“Did we?” He tried
to hide his smile as he reached for his soft drink. “I thought we had sex.”


“You know what I
mean,” she said, scowling as she looked around to make sure no one was sitting
close enough to overhear their conversation.


“Look, I thought I
made myself clear in the Bahamas. You said you’re not interested, and I’m
willin’ to respect that. It doesn’t mean we can’t be friends, does it?”


“I don’t know,”
she said, sitting back in her seat and pushing the cardboard container towards
him. “Don’t you think it would be a little awkward?”


“I don’t know,” he
said, pretending to consider the question. “Does this feel awkward? Bein’ with
me like this?”


“Um, no, but…”


“I get it, you’re
worried about what Jeff might think.” It took all of Evan’s self-control to say
the other man’s name without malice, but he was impressed he managed to pull it
off. Maybe he was a better actor than he thought.


“No, I fired him
when we got back.”


Evan’s mouth
dropped open. When he recovered, he wanted to pump his fist in the air, but he
refrained. “Why’d you do that?”


“He was trying to
tell me how to run my business and I didn’t appreciate it. A friend who owns
another clinic in town told me he’d been researching his options for months, in
case our personal relationship didn’t evolve the way he hoped it would.”


Evan clenched the
napkin in his fist and tossed it on the plastic tray. “Does that mean he was
tryin’ to get with you just to secure his place at the clinic? What, he thought
he was gonna marry you and become a 50/50 partner just like that?”


She winced before
admitting, “I guess that was his plan.”


“I’m sorry,” he
said, squeezing her arm. “That really sucks.”


“Yeah,” she said,
easing back against the bench seat. “It does. I thought he was my friend. I
mean, he really helped me through the break-up and-”


“Can I ask you a
question about that?” Evan knew this wasn’t the time to place blame, but he’d
been dying to ask this question for a long time.


“I guess so,” she
said, looking wary.


“Did he convince
you to dump me?”


She started
tearing the edges of a paper napkin instead of looking him in the eye when she
responded. “There was nothing between Jeff and me before I broke up with you,
if that’s what you’re asking.”


“No, I know you’d
never cheat on me. I was just wonderin’ how much he figured in to your
decision.” If he was the main reason, Evan knew he’d have to go over to his
house and beat him until he begged for mercy.


“I don’t know. He
talked to me a lot about how a man who loved me would never treat me the way
you did. I guess after a while, I started believing him.” She looked up to see
the scowl on Evan’s face and reached for his hand. “I never questioned whether
you still loved me, Ev. No matter what he said.”


“I’m glad to hear
that,” he said, relishing the feel of her hand on his. “I’ve never loved anyone
the way I loved you.” He didn’t want to say it in the past tense. He wanted to
tell her he still loved her, would always love her, but he knew she wouldn’t
feel comfortable spending time with him if she knew the truth.


Sliding out of the
booth quickly, she said, “We’d better get going if we wanna make it to the
shelter before they close.”


 


***


 


Erika led Evan
into the animal shelter and it was obvious she felt at home there. He knew she
carried on her father’s tradition of collecting donations for the shelter
during the holiday season and helping the resident veterinarian whenever they
were inundated with an influx of abandoned animals in need of immediate medical
attention.


The elderly woman
behind the desk beamed at Erika. “Dr. Carlton, this is a pleasant surprise.”
She looked past her and smiled at Evan. “You should have told us she would
vouch for you. We would have approved your application in no time.”


Evan rested his
hand on Erika’s back and smiled. “I didn’t want to start name droppin’.” He
winked at the gray-haired woman and smiled. “I hate when people do that.”


Erika back-handed
him in the stomach. “This coming from the guy who knows enough celebrities to
fill this room.”


The woman, whose
name tag read Violet, smiled at their friendly banter before asking Evan,
“You’re still interested in the same three dogs you visited with yesterday?”


“Yes, ma’am. I was
hopin’ Erika could help steer me in the right direction.”


“I’ll just get you
set up in the adoption room,” she said, reaching for a set of keys hanging on a
hook below the desk. “Then I’ll bring the dogs in one at a time.”


“Sounds good,”
Evan said, leaning an elbow on the desk as Erika wandered to a bulletin board
to browse pictures of pets waiting to find their forever families.


“Coming here is so
hard for me,” she admitted, scanning the stories that accompanied the pictures.
“I just want to take every one of them home.”


Evan laughed. “I
might just have room for that in the new place I bought.”


She raised an eyebrow
as she turned to face him. “Really? Lots of acreage?”


“About forty.” He
shrugged. “I know it’s a dramatic departure from condo livin’, but I didn’t
want to be in some estate subdivision with perfectly manicured lawns on the
golf course.”


She smiled wistfully.
“I remember.”


So many times over
the years she’d pointed out fabulous properties in newspapers and online, but
he’d rewarded her with barely more than a cursory glance. Now he’d give
anything to have help making his big, empty house feel like a home. “You wanna
check it out?” he asked. “I sure could use your help gettin’ the dog settled.
We could pick up Chloe on the way, give them a chance to get acquainted.” He
smiled. “You know, since they’re gonna be spendin’ so much time together at the
doggie daycare.”


She raised an
eyebrow at that announcement. “You plan on bringing your dog to my clinic every
day?”


“Sure, assumin’
you can make room for him. I hate to think of him home all alone all day while
I’m at work.”


She smirked.
“Yeah, I’m sure you do.”


She was obviously
on to him, but he didn’t care as long as she was still smiling. “Does that mean
you’re willin’ to take him on? I know you also offer dog trainin’. I may sign
him up for some classes. What do you think?”


“It’s a great
idea,” she said, wandering around to peer in the windows lining the wall. “If
he doesn’t understand the basic commands already, you’ll want to start with
sit, stay, down, learning to come when called, and walking on a leash.”


“See,” he said,
pointing at her. “I knew I brought you along for a reason. I have so much to
learn.”


She rolled her
eyes. “You could’ve bought a book.”


“That wouldn’t be
nearly as much fun.”


She looked at him
a long time before admitting, “I hate to admit it, but I am having fun with
you. It’s been a long time since we’ve hung out like this. I kind of missed
it.”


“Does that mean
you think this friends thing could work out after all?” he asked, gesturing
between them. “You know, for the sake of the dogs.”


She laughed.
“You’re crazy. You know that, don’t you?”


It had been so
long since he’d made her laugh like that, he’d almost forgotten how much he
enjoyed hearing it. Crazy about you, he wanted to say. Instead he said,
“I’m told that’s one of my more endearin’ qualities.”


“If you say so.”


“We’re ready when
you are,” Violet said, holding the leash of a curious Irish Setter.


“Oh wow,” Erika
whispered. “He’s beautiful.”


“I think so, too,”
Evan said, smiling. He ushered her into the small room he’d occupied yesterday.
“I spent a good deal of time with him yesterday and I have to say, we really
hit it off.” He waited until Violet took the leash off and closed the door
behind her before he asked, “What can you tell me about this breed?”


Erika knelt down
and allowed the dog to sniff her hands before rubbing him behind the ears.
“Let’s see, they need a lot of exercise. They’re born hunters…”


“No problem.
There’s plenty of room to run and lots of wildlife around my place. I doubt
he’ll catch anything, but he’s bound to enjoy the chase.”


She looked up at
him. “That’s your favorite part too, from what I recall. Once you had me, you
weren’t too interested in keeping me.”


He knelt beside
her and began petting the dog as he tried to ignore the urge to touch her.
Being around her so much, pretending he felt nothing, would be harder than he
thought. “I’ve grown up a lot since then.”


“I almost believe
you,” she said, looking at him out of the corner of her eye. “You do seem…
different.”


“In a good way?”
he asked, hoping she couldn’t tell how much her answer meant to him.


“Yeah, in a good
way.” She grinned when the dog started licking her hand. “Now, about this boy.
How old is he?”


“Five. His
previous owner passed away, and none of the family members were able to take
him.”


“That’s so sad,”
she said, scratching the dog’s chin. “But it looks like you might be getting a
second chance, buddy.”


As soon as she
said that, Evan knew this was the dog he wanted to take home. He wanted to give
Skipper a new lease on life, the same way he prayed Erika would give him
another chance. He watched her examine the dog’s ears, nose, and throat. “Is
there a problem?”


She proceeded with
her examination until she seemed satisfied. “Everything looks good to me, Evan.
There aren’t any specific health problems unique to the breed, but you do need
to be aware of a few things. They tend to be high strung, so they need an
outlet for that energy. They’re hunting dogs, so they need the opportunity to
follow those instincts, but the proper training is really important. They’re
not a highly intelligent breed…”


She frowned when
he laughed at the last point she made. “What’s so funny?”


He patted the dog
on the back. “If that’s the case, you and I should be the perfect pair, buddy.”
He offered a hand to help her to her feet.


“What’s that
supposed to mean?” she asked, slipping her hand into his.


His gaze lingered
on her lips for a second before he said, “Sometimes I think I’m not nearly as
smart as people seem to think I am.”


 


***


 


Erika held her
breath, waiting to see if he would lean in and kiss her. She tried to convince
herself she was relieved when he withdrew and turned his attention back to the
dog. “Well, if you’re confident this is the dog you want, we may as well tell
Violet. Are you sure you don’t want me to have a look at the other two you had
your eye on?”


“That’s the thing
about me,” he said, looking at her over his shoulder. “Once I make up my mind
about what I want, I rarely change it.”


Clearly she was
the exception to that rule, since he’d once claimed he wanted her and now he
seemed totally indifferent. She told herself spending time in his company
without worrying about him making a play for her was relieving, but she had to
admit denying her attraction to him was difficult. No matter their history, she
knew she would always be drawn to him. Because of that, she knew she should
suggest he make alternative arrangements for his dog, but she sensed poor
Skipper still missed the beloved owner he lost. She didn’t want to deny him the
opportunity to be a part of their little canine family at the clinic.


“Okay, so let’s
tell Violet the good news.” She led the way out of the office and tried to step
aside as he dealt with the final paperwork and payment.


Skipper looked up
at her with big, dark eyes, looking so hopeful and uncertain it broke her
heart. She knew getting too attached to Evan’s dog would be a mistake, but her
soft spot for animals made it impossible for her not to love a dog who’d
endured a tragedy that turned his life upside down. He no doubt went from wide
open spaces, being loyal to an owner that loved him and relied on him for
constant companionship, to the loneliness and desolation of a small room with
limited human contact.


“It’s okay,” she
whispered. “Evan’s a good guy. He’ll take good care of you, and when he can’t
be with you, I promise you’ll love it at my clinic. I have a feeling you and my
Chloe are going to be the best of friends.”


Evan smiled when
he caught her talking to the dog. “Are you ready to go or do you two need
another minute?”


She blushed as she
got to her feet. “Ready when you are.” She waved to Violet before making her
way to the door. Grateful for the blast of air that cooled her flaming cheeks,
she said, “Why don’t you get the dog settled first?” She watched with horror as
he reached in to the trunk and grabbed the blanket.


“Is there a
problem?” he asked, looking at the plush brown blanket.


“Uh no, of course
not,” she said, reaching for the door handle. How could he not remember they’d
made love on that blanket out by the lake two years ago on the fourth of July?
She knew it was the same one because it had a beige monogram in the corner.


After getting the
dog settled, he climbed in to the driver’s seat. He shot her a curious look out
of the corner of his eye. “You sure you’re okay?”


Erika fastened her
seatbelt and folded her arms. She knew it was silly to get upset just because
he didn’t remember the last time they’d used that blanket, but she couldn’t
help but feel the sting. She hadn’t forgotten a single moment of their time
together, yet he seemed to be able to put it out of his mind so easily. That
night was the last time she’d felt truly connected to him. It was the summer
before he took over as President of Titan and their relationship began its
downward spiral.


They drove a few
miles and the dog seemed content to settle in to the back seat and rest. “Are
you sure nothing’s botherin’ you?” he asked when they eased to a stop at a
traffic light.


Biting her tongue,
she held out as long as she could. “You don’t remember the last time we used
that blanket, do you?”


He frowned as he
pressed the button to reduce the volume on the country music station they’d
been listening to. “Uh, I’m not sure what you’re talkin’ about. You wanna fill
me in?”


She hooked her
thumb over her shoulder as she looked out the window. “I’m talkin’ about the
blanket the dog’s sleepin’ on. That’s the same blanket we took out to the lake
on the 4th.”


“You don’t think I
know that?”


Erika sucked in a
breath. She hadn’t expected him to remember and if he did, she didn’t expect
him to come clean.


“You thought I’d
forget?” He shook his head. “I haven’t forgotten a damn thing, Erika.” He
looked angry when he said, “There are days when I wish I could. Days when I
curse the memories goin’ round and round in my head.”


She knew the
feeling. “I just thought…” She shrugged.


“I know what you
thought. You thought you were the only one goin’ through hell towards the end
of our relationship, but trust me, you weren’t. I may have spent every wakin’
moment at the office, puttin’ out one fire after another, but there’s nowhere
else I would’ve rather been than at home makin’ love to you.”


Erika’s body
responded to his words instantly as her mind conjured up images of those rare
stolen moments when he reached for her in the middle of night.


He pulled in to
the parking lot of her clinic and put the car in park before turning to face
her. “I know I shut down. I stopped talkin’ to you because I felt like I was
just makin’ excuses and I hated to see the disappointment in your eyes. I felt
like I was failin’ you and I didn’t know how to make things better between us.
I wanted to. God, you have no idea how much I wanted to, but I didn’t know how.
Walkin’ away from Titan wasn’t any more of an option than walkin’ away from
you.”


She knew it was
difficult for a man like Evan to admit weakness, but perhaps if he’d said those
things to her back then, they could have navigated the course together instead
of drifting further apart.


“There’s no point
talking about this now. What’s done is done.” She reached for the door handle.
“I’m pretty tired. I think I’m just gonna pick up Chloe and head home.” She
glanced in the backseat. The dog was resting, but his eyes followed her
movements. “Are you guys gonna be okay?”


“I think so.” Evan
reached in to the back seat to pet the dog’s head. “So, it’s okay if I bring
him by while I’m at work tomorrow?”


“Sure, just keep
in mind that the day hours are only eight ‘til eight. If you plan to work any
later than that-”


“Don’t worry, that
won’t be a problem. I’ll pick him up around six.”


She frowned.
“Since when do you leave the office by six?”


He winked. “I told
you I’m makin’ some changes. This is one of many.”


“If you say so,”
she said, stepping out of the car.


“Hey,” he said,
reaching for her arm. “Thanks for comin’ with me. I think Skip and I are gonna
be life-long buddies.”


Erika smiled at
his genuine enthusiasm as she was reminded of the man she fell in love with.
“I’m sure you will. See you tomorrow, Ev.”


“You can count on
it, Doc.”






Chapter Eleven


Evan walked into
the clinic at promptly eight o’clock the next morning with Skipper walking
obediently on a leash at his side. He was surprised to learn the dog already
seemed to be well trained, but he still intended to sign up for classes. Any
opportunity to spend more time at the clinic…


“Well, good
morning,” Erika said, smiling at Skipper. “How was your first night in your new
home, buddy?”


“Should I be
offended that you didn’t even seem to notice there was a person at the other
end of this leash?”


She chuckled.
“Sorry about that. You know I’m better with animals than I am with people,
Spencer.”


“Oh, I don’t know
about that.” A salacious look crossed his face as he looked her up and down.


“Stop it,” she
said, looking behind her to make sure no one overheard his comment. “This is my
place of business.”


He laughed in the
face of her mock outrage. “You look great.” She wore slim black dress pants, a
black turtleneck, and high heeled black boots.


“Thanks,” she
said. “I’m not usually crazy enough to wear black to work, but I’m speaking at
a Chamber of Commerce meeting this morning and I wanted to look decent.”


“I’d say you
surpassed decent,” he said, letting his eyes roam over her taut body at a
leisurely pace. “You look incredible.”


She cleared her
throat. “I don’t have a patient for a few minutes. Why don’t I walk you over
and introduce you to the girls in the day care and grooming facility?”


“Speaking of
grooming,” he said, following her through the pass way between the retail store
and veterinary clinic. “I should book an appointment for him. I know they do
their best at the shelter, but it probably wouldn’t hurt.”


“Good idea,” she
said, leading him through the store. She waved to an employee stocking shelves
as she made her way to the tall counter at the back of the store. A sign
advertised the grooming, day care, and boarding services they provided.


“How was your
first night with Skipper?” she asked, propping her elbow on the counter as she
waited for one of her employees to appear.


“It was great,”
Evan said, patting the dog’s head. “I got him a nice big cushion and he slept
right beside my bed.”


Erika smiled when
she noticed the dog practically drooling over the packaged doggie treats on a
high shelf. “Would you like a treat?” she asked, reaching in to a large glass
bowl on the counter. “Do you mind?” she asked Evan.


“Of course not.”


She stood directly
in front of the dog with her closed hand containing the treat just above his
head. “Sit,” she instructed firmly. When he did as she asked, she said, “Good
boy,” enthusiastically and offered him the treat.


“It looks like he’s
already had some basic obedience training. That’s not surprising, given his
age. I hope you don’t mind, but I called the shelter when I got in the car last
night. I needed Skipper’s file since he was going to attend day care. We needed
to make sure he was up to date on all of his shots. The shelter always takes
care of that, but we also had to make sure there weren’t any behavioral issues
we needed to be aware of.”


“No, I don’t mind
at all. Did everything check out?”


“It did,” she
said, patting the dog’s head when he started sniffing the hand that had
contained the treat. “In fact, they had the dog’s medical file. The family
signed a release when they surrendered the dog so his next vet would have a
copy of the dog’s history.” She hesitated. “You didn’t say if you’d like me to
be Skipper’s vet…”


He chuckled. “I
thought that would be pretty obvious.”


There was still
some lingering discomfort as they tried to define the parameters of their new
relationship, but Evan was confident that would get easier with every passing
day. As soon as she saw the changes he’d already implemented, she’d be forced
to acknowledge that he wasn’t the same man she’d walked out on.


“In that case, why
don’t you set up an appointment with my receptionist? I’d like to give him a
thorough examination to make sure we haven’t overlooked anything. The vet at
the shelter, Dr. Roberts, is excellent, but I know how busy he is. He doesn’t
have the time or financial resources to address every little issue.”


“Whatever you
think Skip needs. You’re the boss.”


Before Erika could
respond, a middle aged woman wearing pink scrubs came out of the back. “Oh, I’m
so sorry to keep you waiting, Dr. Carlton. Jessica called in sick and we’re a
bit short staffed.”


Erika smiled.
“It’s no problem, Bernice. We weren’t waiting long.” She raised her hand. “This
is my…” her eyes locked with Evan’s, “friend, Evan Spencer, and his new
dog, Skipper. Evan works long hours, so Skip’s going to spend his days here
with us.”


Evan tried to
ignore the irritation that accompanied her comment. He’d been her boyfriend,
her lover. He didn’t want to be just her friend. Forcing a tight smile, he
offered his hand to the woman behind the desk. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Bernice.”


“You as well, Mr.
Spencer.”


“Please, call me
Evan.”


“Okay, Evan.” She
came around the desk and crouched down in front of Skipper, allowing him to
sniff her until he tired of the exercise. “I’ve always loved Irish Setters.
They’re such beautiful dogs, aren’t they?”


“That they are,”
Evan said. “Do you need me to fill out some paperwork before you take Skipper?”


“Actually, we can
take care of that at the end of the day, Evan,” Erika said. “Just remember, we
close at eight.”


“You leave at
eight as well?” he asked, turning to face her.


“Uh, I try to be
out of here by six, unless there’s an emergency.”


He grinned as he
bent to pet his dog. “In that case, I’ll see you at six, Doc. Have a great
day.” He could feel her eyes on him as he walked through the store. For the
first time in a long time, he whistled as he stepped out in to the early
morning sunshine.


 


***


 


When Evan walked
through the door promptly at six that evening, looking every bit as gorgeous as
he had when he left, Erika had to admit she was beginning to believe he was
trying to change.


“How was your
day?” he asked, leaning on the counter.


She caught a hint
of his familiar scent and wanted to lean in closer… to bury her face in his
neck…


He laughed. “Your
mind somewhere else, Doc?”


“Sorry, I was…” Just
thinking about taking you back to my office and…


“How’d your
meetin’ go? Productive?”


“Yeah.” She took a
deep breath, hoping she appeared more composed than she felt. She knew she was
doing a terrible job of hiding her attraction to him, but when he was
attentive, Evan Spencer was difficult to resist. “It was good.”


“You ready to call
it a day?” he asked, watching her collect her coat and purse.


“I am.”


“You wanna take
the dogs across the street to the park for a bit? I want to talk to you about
something.”


“Um…” She knew
spending any more time with him outside of her clinic was a bad idea, but the
thought of going home to an empty house and boxed dinner held even less appeal.
“I need to grab a bite to eat. I haven’t had a chance to slow down all day.”


He frowned. “You
skipped lunch?”


“Yeah, I guess I
did.”


“Why don’t you
grab the dogs? I’ll meet you at the park in ten minutes.”


“But…” Before she
could protest, he was out the door. Sighing, she made her way over to the store
to collect their canine companions. “Hey, Tracey,” she said, smiling at the
high school girl she’d hired to cover the evening and weekend shifts.


“Hey, Dr.
Carlton,” she said, setting aside the cloth she’d been using to wipe down the
counter. “You here to pick up Chloe?”


“And Skipper.”


“Mr. Spencer’s a
friend of yours?” She giggled as she waved a hand in front of her face. “I
don’t usually go for older guys, but he is seriously hot.”


Erika could laugh
at her accurate assessment because she knew Evan would never look twice at the
teenager. “I can’t argue with that, but when did you see him?”


“I had a spare
period this afternoon, so I came in to cover for Bernice while she went to the
dentist. Mr. Spencer came in to check on Skipper and pre-pay for his daycare.
He took the six month package, so it looks like he’s going to be a regular
fixture around here.”


“Hmm,” Erika said,
trying to pretend she wasn’t the least bit interested in Evan’s plans. “That’s
nice. He works long hours, so it’ll be nice for Skipper to have some company during
the day.”


“So…” Tracey said,
propping her chin in her hand as she leaned her elbow on the counter, “has he
got a girlfriend, or what?”


“Not anymore.” She
knew it shouldn’t hurt to say that, but he had been hers for so many
years, it still stung to admit he was a free agent now.


“So, are you guys,
you know, hooking up?”


Had another one of
her employees asked that question, Erika would have been offended, but she knew
the innocence of youth motivated the question, so she let it go. “No, we’re
just friends.”


“Awww, that’s too
bad. Guys like that don’t come along every day, Doc. And if they do, they’re
always married.”


Erika didn’t even
want to know how the young girl had so much insight into the opposite sex. She
tried to refrain from getting involved in her employees’ personal lives. “How
was Skipper’s first day?” she asked, hoping Tracey would take the hint that the
subject of Evan was officially off limits.


“Bernice said he
had a great day. Apparently, he and Chloe have been inseparable.”


Great, her dog
was falling in love. If
only she could make her understand it was bound to end in heartbreak. “That’s
nice. Would you mind getting them for me? I have to meet Evan across the street
in a few minutes.”


“Sure, no
problem.”


Erika wandered
around, admiring the neatly stacked, colorful items. The retail store was her
idea, and it was a huge success, nearly doubling their revenue in the first
year.


“Here are the
lovebirds,” Tracey said, giggling. “Look at them. How cute is that?”


Chloe reached up
to nuzzle Skipper’s neck and he seemed more than willing to oblige. “Yeah,
adorable.” It gave her flashbacks of the last time she’d been intimate with
Skip’s master. “Have a good night, Trace.”


“You too, Doc,”
she said, waving.


Evan was sitting
on the park bench, smiling as he watched two Labrador puppies chase each other
around the wide open space.


The puppies’
owner, a pretty brunette, said something to Evan and he threw his head back and
laughed, making Erika’s gut clench. Women had always bent over backwards to get
Evan’s attention. It never bothered her before because she knew he was hers,
but the rules of the game had changed and she had to figure out how to adjust.


Waiting for a
break in the traffic, she ran across the street, struggling to keep both dogs
running at the same pace. It was a difficult feat for Chloe, because of her
short legs, but she made a valiant effort.


“There you are,”
Evan said, getting to his feet. He smiled as he walked toward her.


The woman who’d
been chatting him up frowned as she herded her dogs off in the opposite
direction.


“I wondered what
was takin’ y’all so long.”


“I see you managed
to pass the time,” Erika said, glancing at the woman’s retreating figure.


He laughed. “Yeah,
those dogs were pretty cute, weren’t they?”


“So was their owner.”
She cursed herself for sounding jealous and petty, but sometimes she found it
difficult to control her impulses where he was concerned.


“Really? I hadn’t
noticed.” He grinned when she slapped him on the chest.


“Liar.”


“Okay, I’ll admit
she was cute.”


Biting her lip,
Erika led Chloe to the bench where Evan had been sitting. Since it was an
off-leash dog park, Erika set her little charge free to roam. A paper bag sat
at the opposite end of the bench and she tried to ignore the heavenly scent
wafting through the air.


Evan set Skipper
free to chase Chloe and held the bag out to Erika. “I made a pit stop at the
sausage vendor down the street. I know you love these.”


She loved them,
but her waistline hated them. “Greasy take-out two nights in a row?” she asked,
eyeing the bag. “I don’t know if I should.”


“You look as
gorgeous now as you did at twenty-three,” he said, opening the bag and
extracting a juicy sausage with all the toppings wrapped in a toasty bun.
“Besides, you can always jog a couple of extra miles on the weekend.”


“Fine,” she said,
her mouth watering as she accepted his offering. “But it’s back to chicken and
salads for me tomorrow, so don’t even try to entice me.”


His gaze traveled
over her body before he said, “I told you, my days of tryin’ to entice you are
over.”


That shouldn’t
disappoint her, but it did. “Glad to hear it,” she said, taking a bite of her
dinner.


They sat in
silence for a few minutes, eating, as they watched their dogs chase each other,
before Evan said, “So listen, I wanted to pitch an idea to you.”


“Sure,” she said,
wiping her mouth with a napkin before throwing her garbage into the paper bag.


“You know how we
have those fundraisers a few times a year to raise money for local charities
and get our artists involved in helping a cause they care about?”


“Sure, I
remember.” She’d attended more than her share of those events when they were a
couple. “What about it?”


“We’re plannin’ an
event in a few weeks and things kind of fell apart today.” He deposited his
garbage into the paper bag and tossed it into a nearby receptacle.


“What happened?”


“Believe it or
not, one of the directors is bein’ investigated for embellizin’ money from the
charity. Needless to say, we have no intention of donatin’ a few hundred
thousand dollars to their organization only to have some dirt bag take off to
parts unknown with it.”


“Understandable,”
she said, wrapping her arms around herself to ward off the early evening chill.
“So, what are you going to do now?”


He slid closer,
wrapping his arm around her. “I was hopin’ you could help me with that.”


Thinking clearly
with his thigh brushing against hers was difficult. She knew he was just trying
to help her stay warm, but her core temperature rose the second he touched her.
“Um, what can I do?”


“You could step in
and become our charity of choice.”


Her mouth fell
open as his offer began to filter through the lust clouding her brain. She had
started the charitable organization Second Chance back in college. It helped
fund foster care and veterinary care for sick and abandoned animals. “Are you
serious?”


“Of course I’m
serious. Plenty of our artists are pet owners. They’d love to get involved with
a cause like yours.”


She’d worked so
hard to try and get celebrity endorsements, knowing it could make the
difference, but garnering celebrity support when so many worthy causes vied for
their time and attention wasn’t easy.


“Evan, that would
be incredible.” Without thinking twice, she threw her arms around his neck. “Oh
my God, thank you.” She pulled back to look him in the eye and his eyes fell to
her lips. Without thinking about the consequences, she inched closer, inviting
him to do the same.


He framed her face
with his hands and looked her in the eye.


Erika didn’t know
if he would kiss her or let her down gently, so she held her breath, waiting.
She licked her lips, hoping to entice him. She knew it worked when she heard
him groan and move in for the kiss she’d been craving.


It seemed to go on
and on before they finally had to come up for air. She didn’t know about him, but
she felt breathless and a little disoriented.


“I didn’t intend
for that to happen,” he whispered in her ear. “I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be.”


“I didn’t make the
offer because I expected you to show your gratitude. I did it because we’re
lookin’ for a great cause and you happen to have one.”


“I know,” she
said, clenching the front of his coat in her hands. She wanted more than
anything to haul him down for another kiss, but she didn’t have the nerve after
his speech on the beach. “I didn’t kiss you because I’m grateful. I kissed you
because I wanted to.”


He set his hands
on her shoulders and eased back on the bench. “Before you get too excited,
there’s a catch.”


She glanced at
their dogs chasing each other several feet away. “I’m listening.”


“We have the venue
and everything in place, but making the required changes in such a short period
of time is going to require a lot of work. I’m talkin’ invitations, an auction,
speeches…”


“So what do you
need from me? I’ll do whatever it takes.” She knew an opportunity like this
wouldn’t come along again and she didn’t intend to let it slip away.


“We’re gonna need
a few pretty intensive plannin’ meetings. I have event planners who usually
take care of this, but they’re all over me, tellin’ me there’s no way we can
pull this off. They want to cancel, but I told them to give me a week before we
do that. I thought if I do most of the work, they’ll quit bitchin’ and moanin’
about it.” He grinned. “They’re the best in the city, but believe me, they’re
little divas.”


“Okay, I’ll help
any way I can.”


“Why don’t you
come over to my place around seven tomorrow night? I’ll order a pizza and we
can have an intense strategy session. If we can iron out most of the details, I
can get Courtney started makin’ those changes.”


“On one
condition.”


“Name it.”


“You let me cook
dinner for us. I don’t think my stomach could handle another night of greasy
take-out.”


Evan laughed.
“You’re on.”






Chapter Twelve


Pacing the house,
waiting for Erika to arrive, Evan cursed himself for acting like a teenager awaiting
his first date. But this night was important. He could tell she was softening,
but she wasn’t convinced it was safe to put her heart on the line yet.


His strategy was
working beautifully. She was still interested in him. The kiss they’d shared on
the park bench obliterated any reservations he may have had about that. Jeff
was out of the way, so the only thing standing between them was memories he’d
like to help her forget.


He’d done
everything in his power to prove to her he was a changed man. Trey had fit into
the company seamlessly, making it possible for Evan to have a life again. He
intended to tell her tonight that he’d done all of this for her, and if the
evening ended the way he prayed it would, they’d enjoy breakfast in bed
tomorrow morning.


The doorbell rang,
pulling him out of his thoughts. He’d texted her with his address and she
offered to bring Skipper over with her. He gratefully accepted, knowing it
would give him a chance to stop at the grocery store on the way home so he
could stock the fridge and cupboards with all of her favorite staples.


“Hey there,” he
said, laughing when Skipper jumped around excitedly, awaiting his greeting.
He’d already bonded with the dog. Skip had helped to fill a void in the huge
house, but he knew he wouldn’t be truly satisfied until Erika filled the empty
space in his bed every night. “How was your day, buddy?” He scratched the dog
behind the ears as Chloe ran past him to explore her new surroundings.


“Sorry about
that,” Erika said, frowning at her dog. “She’s usually so well-mannered.”


Evan chuckled.
“She’s welcome to make herself at home. Come on in. I just opened your favorite
bottle of wine.”


“Hmm, that sounds
great.” She looked up at him and smiled, making his heart stutter. “I just have
to grab something out of the car. Be right back.”


He closed the door
so the dogs couldn’t escape as he waited for her to return. He watched the dogs
trailing each other and it made him smile. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one
who’d found his soul mate. He suspected old Skipper would be more than happy to
share their home with little Miss Chloe when the time came.


She tapped her
knuckle on the door and he opened it, smiling when he saw the cake platter in
her hands. “Tell me that’s not chocolate lava cake. Oh my God, I haven’t had
one of these in ages.” It was her mother’s secret recipe and his favorite
dessert of all time. He knew how long it took to prepare, so he certainly
wasn’t expecting it. “When did you have time to do this? You’ve been workin’
all day.”


“I made it last
night when I went home,” she said, handing it to him. “Turns out I wasn’t as
tired as I thought. I couldn’t sleep, so I figured I might as well do something
productive.”


Now that she
mentioned it, she did look tired. He was glad he’d bought steaks and veggies he
could grill on the barbeque. He wanted her to be able to relax.


She stepped inside
and gasped as her eyes traveled to the twenty eight foot cathedral ceilings
trimmed with natural wood. The previous owners had painted just prior to
putting the house on the market, a rich butterscotch color that Evan loved. It
blended perfectly with the natural wood and stone accents.


“This place is
incredible.” She gazed out the floor to ceiling windows flanking the natural
stone fireplace. “Oh wow, is that a deer I see in your backyard?”


“Yeah, there’re a
bunch of bushes they like to feast on, and since no one’s done anything to
deter them, they keep comin’ back for more.”


She followed him
in to the kitchen, pausing in the doorway as her mouth fell open. “Talk about a
gourmet kitchen.”


“I’m told the lady
of the house liked to cook.” Personally, Evan didn’t have much use for the
state of the art appliances, since he usually used the outdoor grill, but his
real estate agent insisted it was a great feature. Judging by Erika’s reaction,
she agreed, which sealed the deal for him. There was nothing he wouldn’t do to
make her happy. Hell, he’d tear the house down and start from scratch if that’s
what she wanted.


“I love it,” she
said, wandering through the kitchen. “It’s big and open, but still warm and
inviting.”


“Yeah, I thought
so, too.” He poured two glasses of wine, trying to decide whether he had the
courage to voice the comment lingering on the tip of his tongue. “Now, I just
need a bunch of rugrats to fill it.” He immediately regretted his words when he
saw the warmth leave her eyes.


“I guess we should
get started on dinner,” she said. “We have a lot of work to do tonight.”


“We have time,” he
said, offering her a glass. Intent on undoing the damage he’d done, he decided
to keep the toast light. “Here’s to a successful fundraiser.”


She smiled as she
tapped her glass against his. “I want to thank you again for offering to do
this. I can’t tell you how much it means to our organization. All of our
directors are volunteers who do it for the love of animals, but it would be so
great to be able to hire someone full-time. Your fundraiser might allow us to
do that.”


“I hope it does.”
There’s nothing he wouldn’t do to make her smile like that. “Last time we
raised 1.2 mil for the Rainbow Fund, Sierra’s charity. I’m confident we can
pull off those numbers again. It’s a great opportunity for our artists to give
back to important causes and music fans are more than happy to pay $2000 a
table just to see their favorite artists up close and personal.”


She peeked in to
the living room to check on the dogs before climbing up on a stool at the
breakfast bar. “Will any of your artists be performing?”


“Ty for sure. You
know how much he loves animals.”


“That’s great. Do
you think he’d be willing to speak about our cause?”


Evan brought the
glass to his lips. “I don’t see why not. He loves animals and adores you.”


She turned the
crystal stem between her fingers. “I’ve missed your family and friends, a lot.
It was really nice catching up with everyone at the wedding.”


“You’ll be able to
catch up with them at the fundraiser as well. You know everyone will want to be
there to support your cause.”


“I have a feeling
they’d be there to support any cause Titan backed, but I appreciate the
sentiment.”


He knew he
shouldn’t say it, but he couldn’t help himself. “I’ve missed spending time with
you like this.”


Instead of looking
him in the eye, she peered into the bottom of her glass. “Hanging out with you
has always been fun, Ev. That wasn’t the problem. It wasn’t that we stopped
connecting…” She snuck a peek at him before turning her attention back to the
glass. “It’s just that our chances to connect became fewer and further between.
I missed what we used to have.”


He covered her
hand with his, gratified when she didn’t withdraw from his touch. “I missed it,
too. It may have seemed as though I didn’t care that things were fallin’ apart,
but trust me, I did.”


Skipper sauntered
into the room with Chloe close behind him. He propped his chin on Erika’s knee,
begging for her attention.


She smiled and
patted his head. “I know you cared, but not enough to do anything about it.”


Not trusting
himself to remain so close without making a move that would cross the line, he
stepped back and leaned against the counter behind him. “I didn’t know what to
do about it at the time. That was the problem.”


“It seems as
though you’ve figured things out,” she said, sounding cautious. “You seem to be
working less, finding a little more balance in your life.”


“I’m tryin’.” He
crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not gonna lie. There’s still gonna be
some travel involved. I’ll probably have to miss a few important events from
time to time, but I don’t want my job to define me anymore. I want it to be
what I do, not who I am.”


“Why are you
telling me all this?” she asked, looking up at him.


“I just want you
to know where my head’s at.” He sighed. “In the Bahamas, I told you I intended
to make some changes…” His heart hammered in his chest. He had no idea how she
would respond to the news he’d made all of these changes to impress her. If she
told him it was all for nothing, he’d be crushed.


“Because you’re
ready to move on to the next phase of your life, I remember.”


His cell phone
rang and he glanced at the call display. His brother. He didn’t intend
to answer, but he was grateful for the interruption. He wouldn’t lay his heart
on the line again until she gave him some indication the feeling was mutual.


 


***


 


Erika kept one eye
on the dogs running around the huge backyard and the other on the sexy grill
master. “You look right at home,” she said, reaching for the wine bottle in the
middle of the table.


“I love it here,”
he said, setting a platter containing steaks and vegetables on the shelf next
to the grill. “Makes me wish I’d bought a house a long time ago.”


“Gee, I seem to
recall someone suggesting that.” She pressed a fingertip to her lips. “Oh yeah,
that was me, wasn’t it?”


He looked over his
shoulder and flashed a quick grin. “Is this the part where I’m supposed to
admit you were right and I was wrong?”


This vantage point
allowed her to ogle his very fine backside and he was none the wiser. Topping
up her glass, she said, “It’s enough to know I was right. I won’t embarrass you
by demanding an apology.”


Evan turned the
grill off and reached for the platter. Setting it down on the intricately
carved iron table beside her, he leaned over until their faces were a fraction
of an inch apart. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.


Her breath caught
in her throat as she watched his eyes drift over her face. She wanted him to
kiss her more than anything, but she wasn’t brave enough to ask. “Apology
accepted.” If she had any hope of playing it cool, that evaporated when her
voice cracked.


“Really?” he
asked, skimming his lips over her cheek. “Do you think you can forgive me for
everything?”


She knew what he
was asking, but she didn’t know how to respond. She couldn’t deny she was
intrigued by this new side of Evan, the responsible homeowner, dog rescuer, and
philanthropist, but how could she be sure that wasn’t an act just to lure her
in again? If she succumbed to his considerable charms, she may find herself
miserable and alone inside of a month, when he returned to his regular routine
at the office.


“I don’t know
yet,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t be deterred by her honesty. “I like this new
side of you, Ev. But we have so much history. A lot of it good, but I’m not
going to lie; it’s going to take some time to get past the bad.”


“I can understand
that,” he said, standing upright as he reached for the platter. “Let’s head
inside. It’s gettin’ cool out here.” He whistled to call the dogs and smiled
when they raced each other to the patio.


Erika tried to
quash the disappointment that he’d let it go without trying to convince her
he’d changed, that he was willing to make her more of a priority. She knew
actions spoke louder than words, but she wanted to hear him say that he still
loved her and wanted her in his life.


Skip and Chloe led
the way into the house, where they stopped at Skip’s giant stainless steel
water bowl before settling onto an oversized cushion under the window.


“Awww, they look
so cute curled up together like that,” Erika said, grinning.


“I think we have
to face facts,” Evan said, placing the platter in the middle of the large maple
table. “Our dogs are in love.”


She laughed, but
she had to admit she was happy their dogs gave them an excuse to spend more
time together. “Chloe has never been in love before,” she said, sliding into
the seat he held for her. “I hope Skipper will be gentle with her heart.”


Evan walked to the
stove to retrieve the baked potatoes from the warming rack. “I’ll have a talk
with him about it. I’ve heard he’s been flirting with a standard poodle named
Snickers, but don’t worry, I think he’s just doing that to make Chloe jealous.”


She giggled as he
set the potatoes on the table and went back to get the salad from the fridge.
“You’re crazy.”


“Hey, you need to
know that he’s puttin’ his heart on the line here, too.” He brought the salad
back to the table with two glass containers filled with olive oil and balsamic
vinegar. “I’ve seen the way Chloe looks at that Schnauzer. What’s his name
again, Buster?” Evan rolled his eyes. “What kind of name is that for a dog…
Buster?”


Chloe perked her
head up at the mention of her friend’s name, as though she was looking for him.


Evan pointed at
the dog. “I know your type, Chloe. You think you’re so cute, prancin’ around
like your mommy owns the place. But I’ve got my eye on you. If you think I’m
gonna let you break Skip’s heart the way your mommy broke mine, you’ve got
another thing comin’.”


Erika’s smile
faded away. “You weren’t the only one who walked away from our relationship
with a broken heart, Evan. Walking out that door was the hardest thing I’d ever
had to do.” She decided it was time to set her pride aside and let him know how
much he’d hurt her. “I used to cry myself to sleep every night.”


“Look,” he said,
holding his hand up, “I was jokin’ about the dogs. I didn’t mean to offend
you.”


“I know, but you
need to know…” She smoothed out the napkin in her lap. “I felt so pathetic,
some of the things I had to do to get your attention. The sexy lingerie, your
favorite bottle of wine…” She cringed. “I even went in to a sex shop to try and
find toys I thought you might like.” Her face burned, but she was determined to
continue. “You have no idea what it did to me, knowing you didn’t want to make
love to me anymore.”


“Are you serious?”
he asked, sliding his chair back. “I always thought you were sexier than hell,
baby.” He raked his hands through his hair. “Hell, I used to throw back the
covers when I rolled in after midnight and I’d catch a glimpse of those sexy
little negligees you used to wear to bed. I felt like shit knowin’ I was too
tired to give you what you needed. I knew I was failin’ you, but…”


“You were right,”
she said, trying to distract herself with food. “We don’t have to get in to
this. It won’t change anything.”


“It might change
the way you feel about yourself,” he said quietly.


Acknowledging how
much those last few months impacted her self-esteem. She didn’t feel beautiful
or desirable anymore because the man she loved barely spared her a second
glance. Even when she pulled out all the stops to get him to notice her, he
didn’t. “I swore I’d never put myself through that again.”


“Awww, baby,” he
said, getting up and reaching for her hand. Pulling her into his arms, he said,
“I’m so sorry I made you feel that way. I was a jackass for not seein’ what I
was doin’ to you.”


That was one of
the lowest times in her life. She went from being outgoing and confident to
introverted and uncertain. It took months for her to start feeling like herself
again. “I know you didn’t do it on purpose.”


“You are the most
beautiful woman I’ve ever known,” he said, framing her face with his large
hands. “Every damn thing about you turns me on,” he whispered, nudging her with
his arousal to prove his point. “I still think about you all the time. When I’m
in a meetin’, I get this image of you in my head, wearin’ one of those sexy
little numbers that turned me inside out, and my concentration is shot to
hell.”


His words wrapped
around her, drawing her in, making her lose focus on everything except the
sound of his voice. She tipped her head back and he moved in to kiss her neck,
just as she hoped he would.


“You are so
hot...” He eased her sweater over her head and tossed it to the ground. Moving
his lips over her shoulders, the swell of her breasts, he licked and kissed,
teasing her until she feared she might be reduced to a gooey puddle at his
feet.


“Please,” she
whimpered.


He lifted his head
and their eyes locked. “You want me to take you upstairs?”


“Yes.” She
couldn’t think about the consequences. The only thing that mattered was letting
him satisfy the deep ache in her core.


He swung her up
into his arms, making it seem effortless.


“The food,” she
whispered, settling into his arms.


“The hell with
it.” He beckoned the dogs, who got up and followed them out of the room. “They
can hang out downstairs for a while.” Evan opened the door to the basement and
Chloe followed Skipper down the winding staircase.






Chapter Thirteen


Evan stared down
at Erika. She was naked, in his bed, writhing and begging for his touch, and he
knew he would never make the mistake of taking her love for granted again.


He wanted to say so
much, but he was afraid of saying the wrong thing and giving her reason to
doubt him, so he said nothing. If he confessed the lengths he’d gone to just to
get her back, she may be appalled, but he couldn’t feel remorse when she lay
there with a look that told him all he needed to know about their future. The
truth was in her eyes. She was still in love with him.


“Come here,” she
whispered, beckoning him.


Evan was smart
enough to know that when the universe aligned to answer your prayers, you
didn’t stop to ask why. You simply hit your knees to give thanks, which is
exactly what he intended to do… all night long… or until she couldn’t stand it
another second.


Spreading her
legs, he smiled when she exposed her anticipation with a gasp.


“What are you
doing?” she whispered.


With a wicked
gleam in his eye, he kissed a path up the inside of her leg. “I think that’s
pretty obvious, darlin’.”


“You don’t have
to-”


“Oh yes, I do,” he
whispered. “I couldn’t stop myself if I tried.” Licking her inner thighs, he
felt the tremble in her legs, and he knew she would go off with the slightest
stimulation. Tasting her was like sipping a priceless liqueur; he wanted to
savor the unique flavor rather than downing it in one shot.


“Oh God,” she
cried, fisting the sheets. “Ev… I…”


He’d dimmed the
lights instead of turning them off completely and the look etched on her face
convinced him he’d made the right call. He didn’t want to lose a second of this
moment to a blanket of darkness. Her ecstasy was spectacular, even more so
because he’d been the one to deliver her to this state of nirvana.


Every subtle
stroke of his tongue took her higher and drew him in deeper until the only
thing he heard was the echo of her cries. She surrounded him: her skin on his,
her scent making him hungry for more, her body trembling with a thirst he ached
to quench.


Her core was
pulsing as her body trembled with the impact of her release. “I can’t…” She
pushed against his shoulders. “Stop! I can’t take anymore.”


When he was
satisfied the aftershocks had faded away, he inched up her body, licking a path
to her mouth.


While indulging in
a frenzied kiss, she wrapped her legs around him, locking her ankles behind his
back.


He’d shed his
clothes seconds after they entered the room, so the only barrier between them
was his loose grip on sanity. “Wait,” he groaned, reaching into his nightstand.


“It’s okay,” she
said, reaching for his hand. “My pills are in my purse. I didn’t want to take
any chances after last time.”


Evan smiled. “You
thought we might end up here?”


“I… uh…”


Knowing she still
trusted him enough to let him love her without the safeguard of added
protection fortified his belief that he was slowly emerging from the nightmare
he’d been living for the past year.


“No regrets,” he
whispered in her ear as her body opened for him. “Not like last time.” He
buried his face in the crook of her neck as his body tried to adjust to this
newfound state of bliss.


“My eyes are wide
open this time,” she said, raking her nails up his back. “I don’t have this
fantasy of the man I wish you were. I know who you are and I’m still here. In
your bed.” She gripped him mercilessly, making him groan.


Her words filtered
in and out of his head. Evan knew he should set her straight about the man he
was today, but his body and brain were in a battle for supremacy until all of
his thoughts centered on the light at the end of the tunnel delivering him to
paradise.


Another orgasm
tore through her, and as soon as he felt the effect, his control snapped.
Riding it out, he took her mouth, absorbing her moans as he kissed her until
they both craved their next breath.


He bore the burden
of most of his weight on his elbows until he found the strength to roll over
and pull her into his arms.


Neither of them
said a word until their breathing returned to normal.


She looked up at
him, her eyes shining. “You haven’t made love to me like that in years.”


He was so stunned,
he didn’t know how to respond. When he finally found his voice, he asked,
“What’re you talkin’ about?”


“You made love to
me like I was the only thing on your mind. That hasn’t happened in a long, long
time. Even the last time, you were distracted. Your mind was somewhere else.”


“Yeah, I was
tryin’ to figure out how the hell I was gonna keep you in my bed,” he grumbled.


She looked up at
him, a smile teasing her lips. “Seriously? That’s what you were thinking
about?”


“Sure. What else
would I have been thinkin’ about?” he asked, letting his fingers slide through
her hair.


“I don’t know,”
she said, lifting a shoulder. “I figured you had a lot going on at work.”


He pulled back to
look her in the eye, trying to gauge whether she was serious. “You really
thought that’s what I was thinkin’ about when we were makin’ love that night?”


She sighed as she
rolled on to her back and pulled the sheet up to cover her breasts. “It
wouldn’t be the first time, Evan.”


He turned on to
his side, propping his elbow on the pillow with his head in his hand. “You knew
how much I wanted you back. Our break up damn near destroyed me. Don’t you
think I’ve learned from my mistakes?” He held his breath, waiting for her
response, knowing their whole future hung in the balance.


“I want to believe
we’ve both grown,” she said, reaching up to touch his face. “I hope I’m mature
enough to be more understanding, and I want to believe you’ve figured out how
to have a healthy balance…”


He knew her well
enough to finish her sentences and he had no doubt ‘but’ would be the next word
she uttered, effectively pulling the rug out from under him. “Go on.”


“It’s too soon to
tell, isn’t it?” She ran the pad of her thumb over his bottom lip. “We need to
get to know each other all over again.”


At least she was
giving him an opening, which was more than he could have hoped for a few months
ago. “Just so we’re clear… getting to know each other again involves more of
this, right?” Gesturing between the two of them, he smiled.


She slapped his
face playfully and laughed. “I think that’s a safe assumption. I mean, we have
to know that we’re sexually compatible if this relationship has a prayer of
going the distance, right?”


“I want that more
than anything,” he said, holding her hand against his face after he kissed her
palm. “Whatever it takes to make this work, I’m willin’ to do it, baby.”


She pulled him
down in to her arms, hugging him fiercely. “That’s exactly what I needed to
hear.”


 


***


 


Erika curled up
under the blankets as Evan went downstairs to let the dogs out and bring a tray
of food up. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this content.
Probably not since the beginning of their relationship when they were young and
in love and were still naïve enough to believe that would be enough to help
them weather any storm. She hadn’t been that starry-eyed girl for years, but
she hated to think life had made her too cynical to believe second chances were
possible.


She thought of her
charity, Second Chance, and smiled. If those animals deserved a second chance
at happiness, so did she and Evan.


“They’re down for
the count,” Evan said, nudging the door open with his shoulder. “Curled up together,
lookin’ like they’re never gonna move.”


“I can’t say I
blame them,” she said, sitting up to accept the tray he offered. It contained a
collection of her favorite cheeses, spreads, fruit, and crackers. Evidently
he’d planned ahead.


“I’m just gonna
build a fire,” he said, going over to the fireplace tucked in to the corner of
the room.


She watched the
muscles in his back flex as he built the fire, barely able to suppress the sigh
of admiration. The sight of him wearing low-slung black sweats and no shirt was
enough to make her mouth water. Popping a grape in to her mouth, she asked,
“What made you decide on this place?”


He looked at her
over his shoulder, concern drawing his dark eyebrows together. “You don’t like
it?”


“It’s gorgeous. I
love it. It’s just not what I expected.” She popped a cracker in her mouth and
chewed carefully, plotting her explanation. She didn’t want to ruin this
perfect moment by making him defensive. “It’s just that I know how much you
loved your penthouse. Whenever I talked about buying a place in the country,
you always said you liked the city too much. It was close to the office and…”
He stood up and one look at his rippling chest made her lose her train of
thought.


“This year gave me
a lot of time to think about what’s important. Now I love the commute to the
office. It gives me a chance to think about things besides work.” He sat down
on the bed beside her and grabbed a small stem of grapes from the tray.
“Besides, Skip has room to run out here, which is important, right?”


“I love that
you’re making him a priority.” She only hoped it wasn’t solely for her benefit.
If things didn’t work out between them, Evan still had to care for the dog he’d
rescued, and she wanted to believe he would give Skipper the best possible
life, with or without her around.


He popped a grape
into his mouth and reached for one of the wine glasses. “I’m not gonna lie, I
was lonely as hell before I got Skip. That’s part of the reason I decided to
adopt a dog. I needed someone to greet me when I walked through the door,
someone who would give a damn whether I stayed at the office all hours. He
gives me a reason to come home, to go outside and get some fresh air…” He
smiled when she looked up at him. “He reminds me to slow down and take time out
just to have a little fun once in a while. I really needed that.”


“I have to admit,
you really seem to be bonding with him.”


“It’s easy to love
a dog. I can see why you’re so committed to your job and your charitable work.
They’re so loving and loyal, yet they don’t have a voice to tell you how they
feel. They can show you, every day, and in a lot of ways, that makes things a
hell of a lot less complicated.”


She shifted the
tray to his legs so she could turn to face him. “Words have a way of
complicating things sometimes, don’t they?”


“Yeah, they do.”
He sipped his wine before saying, “Sometimes we say things we don’t mean and
hurt the people we love without intending to. I did that a lot towards the end
of our relationship.”


She smiled.
“Funny, I was just about to say the same thing. I held you solely responsible
for our break up and the truth is you weren’t.”


“I let Titan get
in the way-”


“Throughout our
relationship, I let other things get in the way too. Getting through school was
demanding. Hell, it was grueling at times, but you never complained when I
canceled a date to study or I was too tired to make love because I had an
important assignment due. You simply kissed me good-night and left me alone to
do my thing because you realized how important it was for me to become the best
vet I could be.” She lowered her head, almost ashamed to look him in the eye.
“I lost sight of how much you sacrificed to let me have my dream, and I’m sorry
about that.”


He put his glass
on the tray and set it on the oversized night table beside the bed before
pulling her into his arms. “I never blamed you, baby. It was all me. We were at
a time in our lives when we should have been plannin’ for the future… the
weddin’… kids… the house…” He sighed. “I should have made that a priority because
I knew how important it was to you, but I didn’t.”


She ran her hand
over his chest, lost in her own thoughts. Their past would always be a part of
their relationship, but she didn’t want to let the bad times define it anymore.
“Why did you make all these changes in your life now?”


She needed to know
that he would have done this with or without her. If he was changing just to
make her happy, she knew it would be short-lived and he would eventually resent
her. She wanted to be free to love the man he was today, not the man he was
trying to become for her benefit.


He hesitated a
long time before he said, “I told you in the Bahamas I was ready to make some
changes.”


She looked up,
hoping to find the truth in his eyes. “Would you have done all of this with or
without me? Cut back on your work, bought the house in the country, adopted the
dog…” She desperately wanted to hear him say he would have. She didn’t want a
martyr who felt he had to sacrifice his own happiness for hers. She needed a
life partner who shared her idea of happiness. If they didn’t have the same
vision for the future, this relationship didn’t have a prayer of lasting, and
she couldn’t stand the thought of setting herself up to re-live the heartbreak
of losing him all over again.


He was quiet so
long his silence made her uneasy.


Eventually, he
said, “Everyone has to grow up sometime, right?”


“Yeah, but not
everyone’s idea of growing up is the same, Ev.” She coaxed him down on the bed
beside her and settled her head on his chest. “Not every person’s ideal life
includes kids, pets, a house in the country, family vacations to Disney World,
baseball games, dance recitals…” A tear slid down her cheek as she thought
about how much she wanted those things with him. “That’s my fantasy, but you
want to take Titan Records to new heights. You want to sign the biggest names
in country music to your label. Those are your dreams, right?”


He traced a finger
up and down her bare back. “Why can’t I have it all? You, the family, the
occasional vacation… Why does it have to be all or nothing?”


A sigh escaped as
she rolled on to her back. In the comfort of his arms, letting her heart lead
her was too easy, but she needed to be pragmatic now. They were talking about
the rest of their lives. “You’re the president of a large company, Evan.
Hundreds of people rely on you for their livelihood. I’m not naïve enough to
think that’s ever going to be a 9-5 job. You will have to work nights,
weekends, travel…” Her head hurt just thinking about losing him to his job all
over again.


“Look,” he said,
rolling on to his side to face her. “I’m not a banker or an insurance salesman,
that’s true. My phone doesn’t stop ringin’ at five. Artists expect me to be
available whenever they have a problem or a question. That’s the commitment I made
to them when they signed on with our label. I vowed to make their careers a
priority, and I intend to honor that promise.”


He leaned in to
kiss her and the love he poured into that kiss broke her heart.


“I know that,” she
said. “I would never ask you to renege-”


He pressed another
kiss to her lips to silence her, smiling when he pulled away. “But you come
first. Period. Sorting out my priorities took a long time, and I’ll admit, you
didn’t become my top priority until you weren’t in my life anymore, which I
know is ironic, not to mention stupid.”


She smiled and
held her finger and thumb up a fraction of an inch apart. “Maybe just a
little.”


“Honey, dumpin’ me
was the best thing you could have done for me. It was exactly the wake-up call
I needed to help me get my life together, figure out what’s important and
what’s not important. I don’t have to be at every A-list party. That’s my
brother’s deal. He loves to schmooze, I don’t, so he can handle that stuff.”


She listened as he
laid out his game plan, and with every passing second, she got more excited as
their future began to take shape before her eyes.


“Trey has come on
board to deal with artist acquisition and development. It’s perfect. Who better
to mentor new talent than a guy who’s sold a hundred million records?”


She couldn’t argue
with that logic. “Makes sense,” she said, reaching out to stroke his chest.
With him lying there, looking so sexy and rumpled, telling her everything she’d
waited years to hear, the urge to touch him was irresistible.


“Just makin’ those
changes is gonna free up a lot of my time. I meant what I said; I’m shiftin’ my
priorities because it’s time for me to have a life that doesn’t revolve around
Titan.” He kissed her gently, as though he felt the need to punctuate his
promise. “There hasn’t been anyone else for me this past year, Erika. Hell, I
couldn’t even think about lettin’ anyone else in. You’re the only woman I’ve
ever wanted. You know that.”


She was stunned to
learn she wasn’t the only one who’d been celibate this past year. “I love you,”
she whispered, deciding now was the perfect time to tell him everything in her
heart. “I never stopped loving you.”


He winced as
though he was experiencing physical pain. “That night at Jimmy’s…”


“I said what I
thought I had to say to convince you to move on.” She pulled him down into her
arms. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered in his ear. “So sorry that I hurt you,
misled you…”


“It’s okay,” he
said, kissing her neck. “The only thing that matters is that you’re here now
and we’re gettin’ a second chance to get this right.”


She held his head
in her hands and kissed him, hoping to convey the love, trust, and happiness
he’d inspired.






Chapter Fourteen


Evan groaned
inwardly when their party planner, Courtney, stormed in to his office first
thing on Monday morning. “Didn’t your mama ever teach you to knock? I could’ve
been in a meetin’ with a client.”


She tossed her
long, dark red mane over her shoulder and narrowed her piercing green eyes at
him. “Maybe if you’d answered my calls this weekend, I wouldn’t have to resort
to these measures.”


He’d turned his
phone off for most of the weekend, turning it on only to respond to the most
urgent messages and emails. Courtney didn’t make the list.


“What the hell
were you up to all weekend?” she asked, fisting a hand on her hip as she glared
at him.


She was all decked
out in a black business suit that did little to hide the luscious curves that
routinely gave men whiplash.


When Evan didn’t
respond to her question right away, she crossed her arms and began tapping her
designer stiletto on the plush carpet under her feet. “I haven’t got all day. I
asked you a question.”


Evan knew he’d
made a mistake allowing the boundaries of their relationship to get blurred
this past year. Evidently, he needed to remind her who the boss was. “Watch
your tone with me, Courtney. Don’t forget that I’m the guy who signs your pay
checks.”


Looking properly
chastised, she relaxed her stance. “I’m sorry, but we have a lot of work to do
on the benefit before this weekend.” She ran a manicured hand through her hair.
“I still can’t believe you pulled the rug out from under me like this at the
last minute.”


He glared at her.
“I’m the client, remember? It’s my prerogative to change my mind.”


“Still,” she said,
sinking into the chair across from him. “Pullin’ the plug on that other charity
at the last minute was a pretty lousy thing to do.”


His conscience had
chastised him for that, but he knew it was for the greater good. He needed an
excuse to spend more time with Erika, and his plan worked. The only time they’d
bothered to get dressed all weekend was when they took the dogs out for some exercise.
“I made a sizeable donation to their cause. Besides, I didn’t like what I heard
about their director.”


“You know they
fired that guy, Evan.”


“Yeah, but that
doesn’t mean some of the others weren’t in on it.”


She rolled her
eyes. “If you believed that, you wouldn’t have donated your own money.”


He rolled his
finger over the mouse to refresh his computer screen. “Bottom line, I’m more
passionate about this cause. Second Chance is exactly the kind of charity I
want Titan associated with movin’ forward.”


She crossed her
arms again and glared at him. “That wouldn’t have anything to do with the fact
that your ex-girlfriend is the founder, now would it?”


Evan sighed. Given
the nature of their relationship, he knew he owed Courtney some explanation
about his plans. “Yeah, as a matter of fact, it would.” Turning away from his
computer, he pinched the bridge of his nose, wishing he’d taken the time to
have an extra cup of coffee. This was bound to be a long day. “Erika and I have
a long history, you know that.”


“Yeah, but I
thought that was over. I mean, you and I have had this going for-”


He held his hand
up to silence her. “You and I both know that was just a physical relationship,
nothin’ more. I never made any promises. You were free to see other people and so
was I.” Evan cursed softly when he saw the hurt in her eyes. “Look, I’m sorry
that sounded harsh.”


“This has all been
for her, hasn’t it?” she demanded, crossing one shapely leg as she leaned back
in her chair, gripping her armrests.


He knew women like
Courtney didn’t wallow in hurt for long before anger and resentment moved in.
“What’re you talkin’ about?” He didn’t want to continue this conversation, but
he knew getting rid of her would be easier if he just answered her questions.


“All of these
changes you’ve made. That house in the middle of nowhere, that mangy old dog,
bringing Trey on board…” She ticked the items off on her fingers, but she
dropped her hands when she saw the warning in his stare.


“First of all, I
don’t need your approval to buy a house or adopt a pet, and I sure as hell
don’t need you to tell me how to run my business.”


“Just tell me one
thing,” she said quietly.


If she’d demanded
to know, he would have thrown her out of his building, but the twinge of sorrow
lacing her words made him realize she was smarting beneath that ice cold
veneer. “Fine, what do you want to know?” he asked, leaning over his desk.


“Did you do all of
this just to get her back?”


He knew there was
no point lying to her. The truth would literally set them both free in this
case. “Yes, I did. There’s nothing I wouldn’t have done to get her back. That’s
how much she means to me.”


She smirked,
looking more like the business-savvy woman he knew and respected. “So you turn
your whole life upside down, for what?” She lifted her palms in the air. “You
really think you’re gonna be happy living like this?” She got to her feet. “You
and I are cut from the same cloth, Evan. We’re both driven to succeed, and if
you think you can be satisfied being less than the best, just to make the
little woman happy, you’re deluding yourself. You’re going to make yourself
miserable and her too.” She began walking toward the door, turning back to face
him just before she reached the threshold. “Just don’t say that I didn’t try to
warn you.”


 


***


 


Erika had hired
another veterinarian to replace Jeff, giving her the opportunity to sneak away
at lunch and surprise Evan with a sandwich from his favorite deli. She left his
house only a few hours before, but she was already anxious to see him. Besides,
she reasoned, they hadn’t discussed the benefit as much as they should have
this weekend. They’d been too busy… reconnecting.


Just as she
stepped off the elevator on the top floor, Ryan came out of his office. His
handsome face split into a huge grin at the sight of her.


“Hey, this is a
nice surprise,” he said, opening his arms to her. “You here to see my brother?”


“As a matter of
fact, I am,” she said, slipping her arm around his waist as they walked down
the hall.


“Does this mean
what I think it does?” he asked, grinning. “Are you two back together?”


“We’re working on
it.” She was trying to be cautious, but she knew she was doing a terrible job
of keeping the excitement out of her voice. Finding their way back to each
other was something she wanted more than she’d wanted anything in a long, long
time.


“I can’t tell you
how happy I am to hear that,” Ryan said, kissing the top of her head. “We’ve
all missed you.”


“Thanks, Ry,” she
said, smiling up at him. “I’ve missed hanging out with you guys, too.”


“Now I know why he
shifted gears at the last second, changin’ things up for the benefit.” He
winked. “It pays to have friends in high places, huh?”


Before she could
question that comment, he waved off Evan’s secretary and turned the doorknob to
his brother’s inner office. The last time she’d seen Evan, he’d been kissing
her good-bye at the door wearing only a towel. She didn’t know which was
sexier: a semi-naked Evan Spencer or the man standing before her in a black
Armani suit with a pale blue shirt and silk tie that matched the color of his
eyes.


Forgetting he was
this uber-powerful record mogul was so easy when it was just the two of them
curled up on his couch with a bowl of popcorn and their dogs at their feet. But
he was, and she was voluntarily stepping back into this world. Was that akin
to emotional suicide?


“Hey, baby,” he
said, coming around the desk to greet her. He reached for her hand and glared
at his brother when Ryan kept a firm grip on her waist. “Hands off my woman.”


Ryan chuckled and
released his hold. “You don’t have to worry about me, bro. I’ve got my own
woman who keeps me more than satisfied.” His eyes roamed over Erika’s snug
skinny jeans. “But if I were you, I’d keep my eye on her. There isn’t a single
guy in the world who wouldn’t fight you to the death for a chance with this
little lady.”


Erika laughed and
Evan growled as Ryan slammed the door behind him.


“I’m sorely
tempted to kick his ass sometimes,” Evan said, frowning at the closed door.


“Enough about
him,” Erika said, holding up the paper bag. “I brought lunch. I thought we
could talk a little more about the benefit.” She blushed a little, dipping her
head when she said, “We, uh, kind of got distracted this weekend.”


He pulled her
close and whispered in her ear, “Baby, feel to distract me like that anytime.”


She rolled forward
on the toes of her flat, knee-high boots, inviting his kiss. Closing her eyes,
getting lost in the magic of being back in the arms of her first love was
something she knew she’d never tire of… or take for granted again. She’d once
thought she and Evan were unbreakable, but this year apart taught her that no
relationship is invincible, and maintaining that connection had to remain a
priority for both partners.


“Hmm,” he said
when they were finally forced to break the kiss. “I could get used to this.”


She laughed as she
stepped out of his arms and headed toward the conference table. “I can’t
promise I’ll be able to sneak away every day, but Elise seemed to have
everything under control, so I thought it was safe to leave her alone for a
bit.”


Evan claimed the
seat next to her as she unwrapped their roast beef and pastrami sandwiches.
“Elise, that’s the new vet you hired?”


She passed him a
small tossed salad with several packets of his favorite dressing. “Yeah, she’s
great. She has several years’ experience working in an animal hospital, so
she’s used to dealing with emergency situations.”


“Did I mention how
happy I am that you hired a woman this time?”


Erika rolled her
eyes. “I see you’re every bit as jealous and possessive as ever.”


He scowled before
getting up and walking over to his mini fridge to extract two bottles of water.
Passing one to her, he said, “Can you blame me, given what happened with your
last new hire?”


She knew they
would have to talk about Jeff eventually, though she didn’t want to risk their
newfound happiness with a conversation that was bound to anger him. “He wasn’t
to blame for our break-up, Evan.”


He twisted the cap
off his bottle before settling his eyes on her. “How can you say that? From the
first time that guy laid eyes on you, he decided he wanted you and he was
determined to figure out a way to get me out of the way so he could have you.”


“That’s not how it
happened,” she said cautiously, knowing this could easily escalate to a full-blown
argument. That was the last thing she wanted, especially when their
relationship was still so tenuous. “He was being a friend, encouraging me to
talk about my problems.”


“Yeah, I’m sure he
was,” Evan muttered, re-claiming his seat. “Did he tell you I didn’t love or
appreciate you anymore? I’m sure he said I didn’t deserve you.”


Erika took a bite
of her sandwich, taking the time to chew slowly, hoping he wouldn’t expect a
response. When he raised an eyebrow, she knew she wouldn’t get off that easily.
“He offered his opinion when I asked for it. I thought I was being too
sensitive sometimes and I wanted another man’s opinion. I was hoping he would
tell me what we were going through was normal.”


“Oh please,” Evan
said, pushing his sandwich away. “Anyone could see how much he wanted you and
that he hated me. You honestly expected him to give you an unbiased opinion? Or
maybe you just wanted someone to tell you what you wanted to hear… that I was a
selfish bastard who didn’t deserve you. Maybe you were lookin’ for a way out?”


She opened her
mouth and snapped it shut before she could say something she might regret
later. Sliding her chair back, she said, “I’m not even going to dignify that
with a response. I loved you. I begged you to make some changes so we could
find a way to fit our relationship into your new life, but you wouldn’t hear
anything I had to say.”


“Where the hell
are you goin’?” he asked when she got to her feet.


“I didn’t come
here to argue with you about Jeff or the past. I thought were trying to move
beyond that.”


“We are, but-”


She held her hand
up as she slung her purse over her shoulder. “I have to get back to work. I’ll
see you later.”


 


***


 


Evan cursed his
stupidity as she slammed the door behind her. He’d let his jealousy get the
best of him again, but when he thought about what that man had cost him, he
couldn’t help but see red.


A light tap on the
door caused his spirits to soar. He hoped she was already regretting their
disagreement because he knew he was. The last thing he wanted was to argue with
her and jeopardize the relationship they were starting to re-build. Losing her
a second time would kill him.


“Come in.”


Courtney poked her
head in the door, holding up a take-out cup from his favorite café, located on
the main floor of their office building. “I come bearing a peace offering.”


Evan beckoned for
her to enter. “Come on in.” Realizing he’d suddenly lost his appetite, he
wrapped the food and placed it back in the bag.


“I’m sorry about
getting into it with you earlier, Ev,” she said, setting the cup down in front
of him. “I know that’s the last thing you need right now.”


He smiled. It was
nice to know someone understood the kind of pressure he was under trying to be
everything to everyone. “You’re a goddess,” he said, taking an appreciative
swig of the double espresso. “How did you know this is exactly what I needed?
It’s been a hell of a morning.”


She winced as she
sat down next to him. “No thanks to me, right?”


“It wasn’t just
you, Court.” He sighed. “It’s everything.” He set his cup down and raked his
hands through his hair before lacing them behind his head. “I can’t afford to
screw this up. Everything is ridin’ on findin’ a way to make this work. How the
hell am I gonna balance this company with the family I hope to have with Erika?”


He knew asking for
advice from a woman he’d been intimate with wasn’t fair, but he needed someone
to help him put this in perspective. Just when he thought he had things under
control, someone threw him a curveball, like the call he got this morning from
a distraught artist who expected him to drop everything and fly to L.A. so they
could meet in person. When he refused, the platinum selling artist threatened
to find another label who would make him more of a priority. Evan promised to
call him back within the hour. He knew he didn’t have a choice, he had to go,
but after the argument he’d just had with Erika, he didn’t want to leave town
without seeing her again.


Courtney took a
sip of her mocha latte before saying, “I saw your girlfriend getting on the elevator.
She didn’t look too happy.”


“We got into it
about that loser she hired.”


Courtney smiled.
“Don’t you think you’re a bit biased where he’s concerned?”


“No!”


“I hate to say
this, but if he could lure her away from you that easily, maybe she wasn’t yours
to begin with, Ev.”


He wasn’t even
willing to entertain the idea that Erika hadn’t been as committed to him as he
was to her. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind she wanted to take that walk down
the aisle with him. Hell, she talked about it all the time.


“He wore her down,
made her doubt what we had.”


“From what you
told me about your relationship with her, you gave her plenty of reason to
doubt you.”


His relationship
with Courtney evolved from mutual respect to friendship to an intimate
relationship they both understood wouldn’t go beyond that. He enjoyed spending
time with her, taking her out to dinner and the movies when they were free.
Those evenings often ended at her place and he was grateful that she always
seemed willing to listen when he felt like talking about Erika.


“I’m not sayin’ he
was solely to blame, but he sure as hell didn’t help.”


Courtney laughed.
“What’s that old song… When You’re in Love With a Beautiful Woman? Face
it, Erika is a beautiful woman and if you’re not giving her what she needs,
plenty of other men will be willing to take your place.”


He knew Courtney
was right, but that didn’t make it any easier to hear. “So, what would you do
if you were me?”


“Honestly? I
haven’t got a clue. You’re between the proverbial rock and hard place, my
friend. You love the girl and you love your work. It sounds to me like she’s
asking you to choose, and quite frankly, I don’t know how you’re supposed to do
that.”


“She would never
make it an either/or proposition,” Evan said, feeling the need to defend
Erika’s position. “She knows how much I love my work. She just wants to be more
of a priority in my life this time around. You can’t blame her for that.”


“No, I can’t,”
Courtney said, taking a sip of her coffee. “But I fail to see how that’s possible.
The way I see it, you need someone who understands the crazy hours you keep and
doesn’t need someone who’s going to be at home to entertain her every night.”
She winked at him. “Someone who could care less about having a bunch of
snot-nosed brats getting underfoot all the time.”


“Yeah, but I want
kids,” he said, sighing. “And I want to be the kind of husband Erika deserves,
the kind of father our kids need…” Before he could continue, the phone at his
elbow buzzed. Picking it up, he said, “What is it, Susan?”


He listened to his
receptionist tell him that the irate artist from L.A. had called twice in the
last hour and he refused to be put off again.


Pinching the
bridge of his nose, he closed his eyes and tipped his head back. “Call the
pilot. I’ll be at the airport within the hour.”


Courtney waited
until he set the phone in the cradle before she asked, “Problems?”


“Just another
artist throwin’ a temper tantrum. I swear some of these guys are worse than
toddlers.”


“True,” Courtney
said, smiling. “But you can’t deny they make you a lot of money.”


“Why do you think
I put up with it?”


Courtney stood,
resting her hands on the back of the swivel chair. “I know you have to get
going, but if you want to call me later to finish this conversation, feel
free.”


He reached for her
hand, bringing it to his lips. “Thanks, sweetheart. Havin’ a friend like you
that I can talk to helps.”


She leaned over to
kiss his cheek. “Anytime, hon. You know that. Don’t worry about the benefit.
I’ll take care of everything.”






Chapter Fifteen


By the time Erika
went over to pick up Chloe, her stomach was tied up in knots. She hadn’t heard
from Evan since she walked out on him and she was beginning to question whether
she would.


She tried to sound
nonchalant when she asked Bernice whether Evan had been in to pick up Skipper,
but she knew she wasn’t fooling anyone.


“No, he called
this afternoon on his way to the airport, asking if we would mind boarding
Skipper for a day or two while he was out of town on business.” The older woman
smiled. “I’m surprised you didn’t know about his plans. I was under the
impression the two of you were getting close again.”


Bernice had worked
for her father for years and she’d heard Erika speak of Evan dozens of times
over the years. She’d also been there to witness Erika’s utter devastation when
she finally ended their relationship.


“Um, no. It must
have been a last minute thing.” Erika was grateful when the phone in her pocket
started buzzing. She smiled when she looked at the call display. “Lena! When
did you get back?”


“Late last night.
I was hoping you ladies would be up for a drink at Jimmy’s tonight? I wanted to
show you some of the pics from the wedding.”


Glancing at her
watch, Erika considered her options. A night at home alone with Chloe, stewing
about her problems with Evan, or a night out with her girlfriends… “I just need
to go home to shower and change. I can be there by nine.”


“Sounds perfect,”
Lena said. “I’ll see you then.”


“Sounds like Mr.
Spencer’s not the only one making plans,” Bernice said, leaning over the
counter.


“Some of the girls
are getting together at Jimmy’s. I’m going to be on call though, if anyone
needs me. That bulldog who just came out of surgery will need constant
supervision throughout the night. Who’s coming in for the night shift?”


“Tracey doesn’t
have school tomorrow and she needs the hours, so she volunteered.”


“Okay, just let
her know where I’ll be and how she can reach me.”


“You got it, Doc.
You want to leave Chloe here for the night?”


“Maybe that would
be best. She doesn’t like being home alone. Besides, since Skip will be here…”


Bernice smiled.
“They have gotten quite close, haven’t they?”


That’s what
worried Erika. Not only was she putting her own heart at risk, but her poor
innocent dog stood to lose her new best friend if she and Evan didn’t work out.


 


***


 


By the time Erika
made her way through the crowd at Jimmy’s, Anna, Alisa, Lena, and Brianna were
already sitting in a booth near the front doors. “Wow,” she said, hanging her
coat on a hook fixed to the wooden booth. “I can’t believe how busy it is for a
Monday night.”


“Some hot new act
is playing here tonight,” Lena explained, getting up to hug her. “What’s her
name again?”


“Cassidy Ross,”
Brianna said, kissing Erika’s cheek. “Ryan told me Evan’s thinking about signing
her.”


Just the sound of
his name affected Erika in ways she would never admit to her friends. It scared
her to acknowledge how much she wanted this to work. The effort she’d put forth
over the past year trying to expunge him from her life was wiped clean during
the hours she’d spent in his bed this past weekend.


“Speaking of
Evan,” Brianna said, nudging her in the ribs when all of the women were seated.
“Ryan told me you stopped by the office today. He said you brought Evan lunch.
What was that about?”


Erika knew she
would be subjected to an inquisition tonight. Not that she could blame her
friends. If their situations were reversed, she would have been curious as
well. “Honestly, I don’t know where we stand.”


Thankfully, J.T.
McCall chose that moment to approach their table. Bending to kiss Erika on the
cheek, he said, “This is a nice surprise. I haven’t seen you around here
since…” He smirked. “That’s right, it wasn’t that long ago, was it? I seem to
recall Evan was haulin’ you out of here-”


“Stop!” she said,
holding her hand up. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


J.T. laughed. “A
good bartender knows when to keep his mouth shut. What can I get you to drink,
darlin’?”


Erika looked
around the table. Her friends all had drinks in front of them. “Um, I’m on call
tonight. Maybe just a virgin strawberry daiquiri.”


“Comin’ right up,”
he said, winking.


“We ordered a
veggie platter and some nachos too,” Anna said. “They should be coming up in a
minute.”


Erika realized she
hadn’t taken the time to eat dinner. Of course, she hadn’t had much of an
appetite since her argument with Evan. “Sounds good.” She looked across the
table at Lena. “So, tell me about your honeymoon, girl. Was it fabulous?”


Lena closed her
eyes, a huge grin spreading across her face. “It was amazing.”


Erika tried to
ignore the twinge of envy. Lena was one of her best friends, and given her
start in life, she deserved to be happy more than anyone. Just because Erika’s
future with Evan was still up for grabs didn’t mean she couldn’t be happy that
someone she cared about had finally married their soul mate.


“I wanna see the
pictures,” Erika said, sitting up straighter.


Lena reached into
her oversized designer purse and extracted a mini iPad. Turning it on, she
smiled as she scrolled until she found the folder she was looking for. “Here
they are,” she said, handing the tablet to Erika.


Erika set it down
on the table so both she and Brianna could see the images. “Wow, they’re
gorgeous. Look at that backdrop… the ocean… the flowers. It really is
breathtaking.”


“Ryan and I were
so inspired we’re thinking about doing the same thing,” Brianna said quietly.


Alisa squealed,
covering her giggle behind her hand when the bouncer posted by the door gave
her a curious look. “Oh my God, does that mean what I think it means?”


Brianna held up
her left hand to reveal a stunning pear shaped solitaire. “He asked me this
past weekend. We were going to announce it last night at his parents’ house,
but since Evan couldn’t make it…” Brianna gave Erika a pointed look. “We
decided to hold off.” She grinned. “But I just couldn’t wait another second to
share it with you guys.”


Erika put her arm
around her friend’s shoulders. “I’m so happy for you two. You guys belong
together.” It was hard to imagine any two people more perfect for each other
than Evan’s brother and Bri, except maybe… She cleared her throat. “Excuse me,
ladies. I’ll be right back. I just have to use the restroom.”


Four pairs of eyes
turned to her before Anna reached for her hand, asking, “Hey, are you okay?”


“Yeah, I’m fine,”
she said, faking a smile. Rushing across the dance floor to the restrooms in
the rear of the old building, she was surprised when a strong hand reached out
to grab her wrist. She was prepared to shake the man off when she looked up to
see Jeff smiling down at her.


“I’m surprised to
see you here, pretty lady.” He looked around as though he half-expected to see
Evan making his way towards them. “You’re not here alone, are you?”


“No, of course
not.” She gestured to the booth where her friends were bent over the tablet in
the center of the table. “I’m here with the girls.”


He looked over at
their table. “Looks like they’re busy, so you have time for a drink, right?”


She didn’t want to
lead him to believe she may be willing to resume their personal relationship.
“I, uh…”


Jeff smiled. “I’m
just proposing a drink, not marriage, Erika.”


She laughed at the
absurdity of her assumption. “In that case, I’d love to hear about your new
job.” She could use a distraction from the wedding talk. As happy as she was
for her friend, she wasn’t in the right frame of mind to discuss wedding plans
tonight.


“They have a
couple of stools at the bar. Let’s go.” He reached for her hand to lead her
through the throngs of people crowding the dance floor.


J.T. raised an
eyebrow when he saw them together. “I was just about to deliver this to your
table. You saved me the trip.” He passed Erika the drink she’d ordered before
turning to Jeff. “What can I get you, man?”


“Just a ginger
ale,” Jeff said, reaching for the small bowl of pretzels to his right. He slid
it between him and Erika before popping one in his mouth. “I’m here with a
couple of friends and I’m the designated driver, as usual.”


“Wish I had a
designated driver,” she said, sighing. If ever she needed a drink or three, tonight
was the night. “I’m on call. I performed surgery on a bulldog this morning and
you know they’re famous for post-surgical respiratory distress. I have to be on
guard, just in case I get a call from the clinic.”


Jeff nodded to
J.T. when he passed him the drink he’d ordered. “Thanks.”


“Where’s Evan
tonight?” J.T. asked, looking Erika in the eye.


Evan was J.T.’s
brother-in-law and it was no secret to anyone that family loyalty meant
everything to the McCall brothers.


“From what I hear,
he had a last minute business trip.” She shrugged as though she could care
less, hoping J.T. would take the hint. “He didn’t tell me about it. I heard
about it through one of my employees because he called in to ask them to board
his dog for a couple of days.”


“Huh,” J.T. said,
looking at Jeff out of the corner of his eye. “I just talked to him a few days
ago. He gave me the impression you guys were gettin’ pretty tight again.”


She loved Evan’s
large, over-protective, meddling extended family, but she was not in the mood
to define their relationship when she didn’t even know where things stood
herself. “To be honest, J.T., I don’t know what’s going on with us. You’ll have
to ask your brother-in-law about it when he gets back.”


“Don’t worry,
sugar. I intend to.” He glared at Jeff. “In the meantime, you behave yourself,
and let me know if y’all need anything, all right?”


Offering him
little more than a tight smile in response, she asked, “Why are you here
serving drinks?”


“A couple of my
bartenders are down with the flu, so I offered to fill in tonight. Besides,
it’s always busy when Cassidy Ross is performin’. She’s the hottest ticket in
town right now.”


“Yeah, the girls
were talking about her earlier,” Erika said before taking a sip of her drink.
“They said Evan’s thinking about signing her.”


“I sure hope so,”
J.T. said, drawing a beer for another customer. “That kid’s had a rough go of
it. I’d like to see someone give her a break.” He grinned. “Of course, it
doesn’t hurt that her fiancée is none other than Drake Elliott.”


Erika’s mouth fell
open. “Seriously? As in Drake Elliott, the producer? I’ve met him a few times
at parties. Evan says he’s the most sought after producer in Nashville.”


J.T. set the beer
down in front of the customer who’d ordered it before drawing a second one for
the man’s friend. “Yeah, he produced Nikki’s last album. The guy has somethin’
crazy like a hundred number one hits to his credit. He’s a great guy though.
Been comin’ in to the bar for years.”


“Huh, well, I’m
anxious to hear his fiancé sing tonight.”


“Trust me, she’s
incredible,” J.T. said before moving on to take the next customer’s drink
order.


“So,” Jeff said,
taking a sip of his drink. “Trouble between you and what’s his name already?”


“I’d rather not
talk about Evan,” she said, reaching for a pretzel stick and popping it into
her mouth. “Tell me about the new job. How’s that working out for you?”


He set his hand on
her back, grinning. “Why? You finally realized you can’t live without me?”


She laughed to let
him know what a joke she thought that was. Getting rid of him was the best
decision she’d ever made. The new veterinarian she’d hired was settling in
nicely and she didn’t have to deal with the drama of someone questioning every
decision she made. “Everything at my clinic is just fine, Jeff.”


“Glad to hear it,”
he said, though he didn’t sound sincere. “Things are going great at Southlake.
Couldn’t be happier.”


“Wonderful.” An
awkward silence fell between them before one of her favorite songs came on.


Jeff grinned. “I
know how much you like this song. You wanna dance?”


Deciding it was
better than sitting there in silence, she said, “Sure. Why not?”


 


***


 


Evan was exhausted
after traveling to and from L.A. in one day. His meeting lasted less than an
hour once he laid out the repercussions of the hothead trying to renege on
their iron-clad contract. It would cost the musician millions of dollars to get
out of their deal, and Evan knew he didn’t really want out. He just wanted to
feel like he still mattered to their label. Artists, both male and female,
could be prima donnas, and it was Evan’s job to smooth their ruffled feathers.


He went to Erika’s
clinic intending to pick Skipper up and head home. He planned on calling Erika
on the way to apologize for the way they’d left things that afternoon, but when
her part-time employee told him she was at Jimmy’s, he couldn’t resist the urge
to stop by and see her.


According to
Tracey, Erika was boarding Chloe for the night as well and both of their dogs
were down for the count. Erika’s plans for her dog made Evan question what she
was up to at Jimmy’s. She wasn’t much of a drinker, but after their
disagreement, he wouldn’t be surprised if she’d decided to cut loose just to
put him and their problems out of her mind for a while.


He entered the
bar, feeling decidedly out of place in his expensive suit. Most of the other
men wore faded jeans, scuffed cowboy boots, and baseball caps. Evan spotted his
brother-in-law behind the bar and made his way over.


“Hey,” J.T. said,
looking up at him. “What’re you doin’ here? I thought you were out of town.”


“I managed to wrap
things up sooner than I thought. I heard Erika was plannin’ on comin’ here
tonight. You seen her around?” Evan could tell by J.T.’s hesitation he wouldn’t
be pleased with his response.


“She’s, uh,
dancin’, I think.”


Evan scanned the
dance floor before his eyes fell on Erika. She was locked down with… “Son of a
bitch,” he muttered.


“Take it easy,”
J.T. said, grabbing his shoulder before he could walk away. “She didn’t come
here with him. The girls have a table over there,” he said, pointing to their
empty booth. “They must be in the restroom or somethin’.”


Evan didn’t care
whether Erika had come with him or not. The fact remained she was with him now
and looking way too close for Evan’s comfort. “Don’t worry, I’ll handle it.”


“I don’t want any
trouble!” J.T. shouted.


Evan raised his
hand to let his brother-in-law know that he heard him, but all of his attention
was fixed on the couple in the middle of the dance floor. Evan’s blood started
to boil when he saw Jeff’s hand dip lower… to the swell of her bottom.


“Get lost,” he
growled in Jeff’s ear as he moved in on them.


Erika jumped back,
a gasp escaping her lips. “What are you doing here? I thought you were away on
business.”


“Obviously, I’m
back.” He glared at Jeff. “And not a moment too soon.”


Jeff smirked.
“Still as insecure as ever, I see. Man, when are you gonna accept the fact that
Erika’s too damn good to waste her time waitin’ on you to come to your senses?”


Erika placed her
hand on Jeff’s chest and it took everything in Evan not to send him to his
knees. He’d never wanted to pulverize someone as much as he did that man. “If
you’re as smart as you claim, you’d realize you’re not gonna walk out of here,
you’ll be leavin’ on a stretcher, if you don’t get the hell out of my face
right now.” Clenching his hands at his sides, Evan counted to ten, assuming
that was enough time for the stupidest of men to make the right decision when
his physical well-being hung in the balance.


“Please,” Erika
said quietly. “Just go, Jeff. I don’t want to cause a scene.”


“Fine, I’ll go.
For your sake.” He leaned in to kiss Erika on the cheek when Evan grabbed his
shoulder from behind.


“This is your last
goddamn warnin’. Get the hell out of here right now or you’ll be chokin’ on your
teeth in about thirty seconds.” Evan waited for his nemesis to heed his warning
before he pulled Erika into his arms.


“Was that really
necessary?” she asked, looking upset by Evan’s aggression.


“I come in here
and find you locked down with the loser who got between us the first time.
Yeah, I’d say it was necessary.” He was trying to control his temper. The last
thing he wanted was to argue with her again, but from now on, he intended to
protect their relationship at all costs.


She ran a hand
over his jaw, prompting him to look at her. “I’m really glad you’re here.”


He pulled her
closer, relishing the feel of her soft curves. “I missed you, baby. I’m sorry
about this afternoon.”


“It was my fault,”
she said, resting her head on his chest. “Why did you leave without telling me
you were going? Were you that angry with me?”


“No,” he said,
running his hand up and down her back. “I just wanted to give you a little time
to cool off, that’s all.”


“It worked,” she
said, tipping her head back. “Right now, I’m…” She licked her lips, her eyes
heavy with lust and an unmistakable invitation. “Hotter than hell.”


He grinned as his
body responded to her offer. “Let’s go back to my place and see what we can do
about that.”






Chapter Sixteen


The following
morning, Erika tiptoed downstairs while Evan was in the shower, intent on
making him breakfast before he went to work.


She loved cooking
and often tried to surprise him with his favorite meal when they lived
together, but he usually got home too late for dinner and couldn’t take time in
the morning to indulge in a leisurely breakfast. She didn’t want to admit it,
even to herself, but she knew she was testing his claim that he had in fact
changed.


Erika was setting
the ham and cheese omelets on the table when Evan rounded the corner into the
kitchen.


His face lit up
when he saw the spread on the table. “What’s all this?” He glanced at his
watch. “Don’t you have to be at the clinic soon?”


“I called in,” she
said, pouring two mugs of strong black coffee. “Elise said she could handle my
first few appointments.” She smiled when he looked at her intently. “What?”


He bent to kiss
her cheek before sliding into the chair at the head of the table. “Nothin’,
it’s nice to see you so relaxed.” He set the napkin on his lap and winked at
her. “I’d like to think I had something to do with that.”


She blushed when
she thought about the night they’d shared. Evan was insatiable, proving to her
time and again that her satisfaction was his first priority. “If I were any
more relaxed, I wouldn’t have been able to haul my butt out of that bed this
morning.”


He laughed. “Then
I wouldn’t have been able to enjoy this amazing breakfast.” He gestured to the
toast, fruit, and juice she’d set out. “Thanks for this, by the way. You didn’t
have to go to so much trouble. I usually just grab a bagel on my way out the
door.”


Biting her lip,
she started to question whether she’d overstepped. “Um, I hope I’m not keeping
you from an important meeting or anything. If you have to go, I’ll understand.”


“Are you kiddin’?”
he asked, smiling. “And miss out on all this? Not a chance.” He dug in to his
breakfast. They were both nearly finished by the time he said, “I’m sorry I
didn’t appreciate all the little things you used to do for me.”


Surprised by the
comment, she looked up to see him watching her. Wiping her mouth with the paper
napkin, she took a sip of juice to clear the lump in her throat. All she’d ever
wanted when they were together was for him to acknowledge her. “You were busy.
I get that.”


“That’s no
excuse,” he said, reaching for her hand. “You used to do stuff like this for me
all the time and I didn’t appreciate it until you were gone.” He sighed,
withdrawing his hand as he shifted to face her. “That’s when I realized how
hard you’d been tryin’ to get my attention.”


Erika didn’t want
to re-visit that time. She wasn’t proud of the lengths she’d gone to just to
make him notice her. “We both made mistakes.”


“I don’t want to
repeat those mistakes,” he said, reaching for her hand. “We have a chance to
start over, to get things right this time. I want to make sure nothin’ and no
one gets in the way of that, baby.”


“I feel like we’re
stronger now,” she said, smiling as she squeezed his hand. “We’re different
people than we were a year ago, and I think we’ve changed for the right
reasons. We didn’t do it just to save a failing relationship or to make each
other happy…” She couldn’t read his reaction when he lowered his head, refusing
to meet her eyes. “Hey, what’s wrong?” she asked. “Did I say something to upset
you?”


“No, it’s just
that I don’t wanna screw this up.”


“How could you? As
long as we’re honest with each other and we vow to make each other a priority,
I think we’ll be fine.” When he didn’t respond right away, she began to get
nervous. “Don’t you? You’re not having second thoughts about this… about us…
are you?”


He grabbed her
wrist, pulling her forward until she was settled on his lap. “I can’t promise
I’ll never make another mistake,” he said, burying his face in her hair. “But I
can promise you that I’ll always put you first.”


She sensed he
wanted to say more, but he was afraid. Framing his face with her hands, she
forced him to look her in the eye. “You know you can tell me anything, right?
This can’t work if we’re not honest with each other, Ev. We need to be able to
communicate, to share our fears…”


“You wanna know
what I’m afraid of?” he asked, turning his mouth into her palm. “Losin’ you all
over again. I don’t think I could handle that.”


It was humbling to
see her man, who was always in control, admit he was as vulnerable as she was
when it came to the fragile bonds reconnecting them. Sensing that he needed her
reassurance now, she leaned in to wrap her arms around his neck. “I love you.
That’s never gonna change.”


“I pray to God
you’re right about that,” he said, holding her tight.


 


***


 


Evan thought about
his conversation with Erika all the way in to work that morning. It was the
perfect opportunity to come clean with her. He should have told her she was the
reason he’d turned his life upside down, because he wanted another chance with
her, but the words got stuck in his throat when she started to talk about
honesty and their motivation for making changes.


He was so afraid
that if he told her the truth, that he’d done this for her, she would consider
it a temporary change and she would refuse to take another chance on him. He
couldn’t risk that, so he’d said nothing. Now his conscience pressed him about
starting over with a clean state. He wanted a relationship built on trust and
honesty, not lies and deception. Erika deserved that.


“There he is,” Dom
said, poking his head in the door. “You got a minute, big shot?”


“Hey,” Evan said,
getting up to come around the desk. “They’ll let anybody in here, won’t they?”
He shook his best friend’s hand, pulling him in to a back slapping hug.


“I waited until
your gatekeeper went to the restroom, then I snuck in.”


Evan laughed as he
gestured to the guest chair across from his desk. “Take a load off. Tell me how
married life’s treatin’ ya.”


“Couldn’t be
better,” Dom said, grinning. He sat down across from Evan, scrutinizing him
carefully. “Why do I get the feelin’ you can’t say the same?”


“Just got a lot
goin’ on, man.” The last thing Evan wanted was to bring his friend down. “Busy
with work, the benefit…”


“Yeah, I heard about
that. You guys are supportin’ Erika’s charity. How’d that happen?”


Evan shifted in
his seat. He’d never been able to lie to Dominic. The man always saw right
through him. “It’s a good cause. Isn’t that reason enough?”


“Yeah…” He
narrowed his eyes when Evan didn’t supply more information. “But your brother
told me you made the change at the last minute. He said you even made a huge
out of pocket donation to the other charity to compensate for the donations
they’d be missin’ out on at the benefit.”


“My brother has a
big mouth,” Evan muttered. A sick feeling of dread came over him. “You didn’t
mention any of this to Lena, did you?”


“No, I was just
talkin’ to Ryan about it a few minutes ago. I ran into him in the hall and he
invited me into his office for a coffee.”


“Whatever you do,
don’t say anything to Lena about the benefit, man.”


“What the hell are
you up to?” Dom asked, crossing his arms. “And why do I get the feelin’ I’m not
gonna like it?”


Evan covered his
face with his hands and tipped his head back. Continuing the charade with his
best friend was pointless, so he said, “I told Erika we made this switch last
minute because the director was embellizin’ money and I couldn’t trust the
organization anymore.”


“That wasn’t
true?” Dom asked, bracing his hands on his knees as he leaned forward.


“Yes and no,” Evan
said, feeling like a kid caught cheating on a math test. “The guy did embezzle
money, but they fired him, so he was no longer a threat.” He winced when Dom
shook his head in disgust.


“There’s more to the
story, isn’t there?”


“I trusted the
organization enough to donate a quarter of a mil of my own money to make up for
pullin’ the plug on the benefit.”


Dominic appeared
stunned. “Are you tellin’ me you dropped that kind of coin just to get closer
to Erika?”


“Man, can you
blame me? You know I’ve been goin’ through hell without her this past year.”


Dom laughed. “I
don’t know about that. I thought things were heatin’ up between you and that
sexy little party planner. What’s her name again?” he asked, snapping his
fingers.


Evan shot a
scathing look in his direction, hoping he would see it as a warning. “Courtney.
And you know nothin’ was goin’ on between us.”


“You were sleepin’
with her, weren’t you?”


“Yeah, but…”


“I’d say that’s
somethin’.”


“Shut the hell
up,” Evan said, tossing a pencil at him. “I didn’t ask for your opinion. I just
wanna know that you’re gonna keep all this shit to yourself. I can’t afford to
have Erika start doubtin’ me now, not when we’re finally startin’ to
reconnect.”


Dom looked at him
a long time. “Is this really how you want it to go down, Ev?”


Evan reached for
his take-out cup of coffee, taking a sip as he considered his response. “I’m
doin’ what I have to do.”


“Man, you can’t
rebuild a solid relationship on lies. It’s like tryin’ to construct a building
on a crumbling foundation. It just doesn’t work.”


Evan rolled his
eyes. Leave it to his friend, the structural engineer, to compare his love life
to a pile of bricks and mortar. “What would you suggest I do?”


“Tell her the
truth. About everything.” He pointed at Evan. “And don’t think you’re foolin’
anyone with this whole backwoods thing you’ve got goin’ on.”


Evan couldn’t help
but smile at that. “What the hell are you talkin’ about now?”


“You’re city,
Erika’s country. Ryan showed me the listing for that house you bought. That’s
Erika’s dream home, not yours.” Dom laughed at him. “Man, you even went so far
as to adopt a dog. Aren’t you layin’ it on a little thick?”


Evan scowled when
Dom continued laughing. “It so happens I like livin’ there and I like the damn
dog.”


“You’re tellin’ me
you didn’t do all that to impress Erika?”


Evan lifted a
shoulder. “It may have had somethin’ to do with her, but…”


“But nothin’,” Dom
said, getting to his feet. “It was all about her and we both know it.” He
pointed a thumb at his chest. “This is me you’re talkin’ to, Ev. You can lie to
yourself, but you can’t lie to me.”


“I’m not-”


“Yeah, you are,”
Dom said, suddenly looking serious. “And that’s what worries me. Lena and I
watched you and Erika put each other through hell for too long. You were both
miserable, man. I don’t wanna see either one of you go down that road again.”


“We’re not,” Evan
said, trying to ignore the twinge in his gut. “We’re in a better place now.”


“Really?” Dom
asked, raising an eyebrow. “From what I can tell, you’re worse off than ever.
At least before you were bein’ honest with her and yourself. Now you’re just
tryin’ to turn yourself inside out to be the guy you think she needs you to be.
Problem is, when she finds out you’re not that guy, she’s gonna hate you.”


Evan sat there,
speechless, as he watched his friend close the door behind him. Was Dom right? Was
he at risk of losing Erika’s love and respect?


 


***


 


Erika stepped in
to one of the exam rooms later that day, pleasantly surprised to find Brianna
and Coco waiting to see her. “Hey, I didn’t know you guys were coming in
today,” she said, bending to scratch under the cat’s chin.


“It’s just a
check-up. I was going to mention it to you last night, but you and Evan took
off in such a hurry.” Brianna smiled. “You wanna tell me what that was about?
As if I didn’t know.”


Trying to keep her
attention fixed on the purring cat, Erika said, “We, uh, had some things to
discuss.”


“I’ll just bet you
did,” Brianna said, grinning.


Erika stepped
back, propping her hip against the exam table. “Enough about me. What about you
and Ryan? Have you two set a date yet, or what?”


“No, we’re already
living together, so I see no reason to rush it.”


“I bet your fiancé
would disagree. That man is crazy about you,” Erika said, sticking her hand
into the pocket of her white lab coat.


“I’m not the only
one who has a gorgeous man head over heels in love.” Brianna giggled. “When
Evan walked in and saw you dancing with Jeff, I thought he was gonna start
tearing the place up.”


“He does have a
possessive streak, that’s for sure,” Erika said, trying to keep a straight
face.


“So does Ryan.”
Brianna wrinkled her nose. “It should piss us off.”


“Definitely,”
Erika said, nodding in agreement.


“So why doesn’t
it?”


The two women
shared a meaningful look and started laughing.


“Yeah, it is kind
of hot when that dominant streak carries over into the bedroom, isn’t it?”
Brianna asked through her laughter.


“Enough!” Erika
said, fanning her face as she tried to slip her professional mask firmly back
in place. “We can talk sex later. Right now, I need to see how this little guy
is doing.” She patted the stainless steel table. “Up here, Coco.”


Brianna set the
cat down and watched Erika perform the routine examination. “You and Evan are
in a good place now though, right?”


She couldn’t blame
her friend for being concerned. Erika had been a wreck when she’d finally moved
out of Evan’s apartment, and from what she’d heard from Lena and Dom, not to
mention Evan himself, their break-up had been as hard on him. Naturally their
friends wouldn’t want to see them make the same mistakes.


“I think so,” she
said hesitantly. “We’re still just trying to figure things out. I mean, we’ve
been spending a lot of time together and it feels good, but I don’t know if
that’s just because it’s new again.”


“Are you worried
he might revert to the same guy you left?” Brianna asked, biting her lip.


“It’s crossed my
mind.”


Erika finished her
examination and input the information into the computer before slipping the
stethoscope around her neck and turning to face Brianna. “I love him, Bri. I
want to be with him, but not if it means I’m going to start feeling the way I
did toward the end of our relationship. I never want to feel that way again.”


Brianna sat down
in the vinyl guest chair, cradling her cat in her arms. “Have you talked to him
about your concerns?”


“Yes, and he
assures me that he made all of these changes because he was tired of working
all the time. He said he’s ready to move on to the next phase of his life… with
me.” A look of skepticism passed Brianna’s face, making Erika feel uneasy. “You
don’t believe him?”


“I don’t know what
to believe,” Brianna said, settling Coco back into his carrier. “I know he
would do anything for you, and being apart from you was torture for him, but…”


“But what?” Erika
asked, leaning over the table. “Please, whatever’s on your mind, I just need
you to say it, Bri. This is my life we’re talking about here. I don’t want to
get hurt again and I don’t want to hurt him. If you have some insight that
could help me make the right decision, I need you to share it.”


Brianna hesitated,
as though she was wavering between her loyalty to two people she considered
close friends. “If he could change for anyone, I know he’d make the effort for
you.”


Erika’s heart sank
as Brianna confirmed her fears. “He can’t do this for me. This lifestyle change
has to be what he wants or it’s never going to work.”


“I know,” Brianna
said, lifting her head to meet her eyes. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”






Chapter Seventeen


Evan could see
Erika was under a lot of stress by the tense set of her shoulders as he watched
her finish up with her last patient. He sat back in the guest chair in her
lobby, watching her instruct the pet owner on how to administer medication to
his Akita. Evan pretended to read a pet care magazine to pass the time until he
could corner her for the kiss he’d craved all day.


“Um, listen,
Erika,” the man said, leaning an elbow on the counter.


Evan set the magazine
down on the chair beside him. As far as he knew, most of her patients called
her Dr. Carlton, not Erika.


“I was wondering
if you’d like to go out for dinner this weekend? I mean, I had a great time at
the game last month…” He shrugged. “And I just thought you might like to go out
again?”


Evan glared at the
back of the man’s head, holding his breath as he waited for her to respond.
They’d never defined their relationship or talked about seeing other people, so
he had no idea whether she would agree to go out with someone else or not. One
thing was for sure, if she did show an interest in someone else, he would have
to find a way to put a stop to it.


“Thanks,” she
said. “But I have plans this weekend.”


He glanced at a
glossy flyer advertising the benefit that weekend. “Ah, this is where you’ll
be, huh? We could make it Friday or Sunday, if Saturday doesn’t work for you.
Or even better, I could take you to the benefit; that is, if you don’t have a
date?”


Evan had to give
the guy credit for persistence, not that he could blame him. Women like Erika
rarely came along twice in a lifetime. He was a fool for not putting a ring on
her finger when he had the chance. Then he wouldn’t have to worry about losers
like this guy coming on to her every day.


Erika darted a
quick look over the man’s shoulder and her eyes landed on Evan. “Actually,
Glen, I’m kind of seeing someone.”


Kind of seeing
someone? Is that how she
defined their relationship? Evan raised an eyebrow when her gaze landed on him
again. A faint blush stole over her cheeks and he couldn’t help but smile. She
was obviously uncomfortable, having to ward off another man’s advances in front
of him. He would make it easy for her by telling her where he felt they stood.


“Oh, is it Jeff?”
Glen glanced down the hallway toward the offices and exam rooms. “’Cause I
heard he wasn’t working here anymore.”


“He isn’t. It’s
not Jeff.”


Deciding to put
her out of her misery, Evan stood up and walked towards them. “It’s me.”


The man perused
Evan from the tips of his custom-made shoes to his Armani suit. “I get it now.”


“Good,” Evan said,
putting his hands in his pockets as he rolled back on his heels. “Glad I could
clarify the situation.”


“Evan,” Erika said
between clenched teeth as she tried to maintain a smile for her client’s
benefit. “Why don’t you head on over and get the dogs while I finish up here?”


He smiled. “You
want me to get Chloe, too? We can drop them off at your place before we head
over to my parents’ house. It’s the old man’s birthday and my mom’s havin’ a
little get together. Just family and a few close friends. Naturally they want
you there.”


She looked at him
as though he’d lost his mind. “You’re just telling me about this now? I don’t
even have a gift for your father.” She pulled her pink scrubs away from her
body. “I was in surgery today. I need a shower, a change of clothes…”


“No worries,” he
said, ignoring the man watching their exchange with interest. “We’ll pass by
your place on the way.” He bent to kiss her cheek, knowing she would lecture
him about the gesture later. “Let me get the dogs while you…” He gave her
client a cursory glance. “Finish up here.”


“Fine,” she said,
glaring up at him.


 


***


 


Evan pulled into
his parents’ driveway two hours later, feeling frustrated and confused. He
didn’t know what happened to the woman who had kissed him good-bye that
morning, but he wanted her back in place of the quiet, pensive female occupying
the seat beside him.


Cutting the
engine, he turned to face her. “Okay, what’s goin’ on with you?”


She folded her
arms, scowling as she looked out the passenger’s window of his Jaguar. “You
were rude to Glen.”


“So?” He tried to
keep a straight face when she glared at him. “Gimme a break, baby. The guy was
comin’ on to you right in front of me. What did you expect me to do?”


“You didn’t have
to be so…” She struggled as though she was searching for the right word.
“Obtuse.”


He laughed,
covering his mouth with his hand when she shot him a scathing look. “Okay,
fine. I’m sorry for bein’ so… obtuse.” He pinched his lips together to keep
from laughing again. “Are we good now?”


“No,” she said,
looking like a petulant child. “You could have given me a little more warning
if you wanted me to attend this party with you.”


“It’s not a party.
It’s just a little family dinner.”


She looked at the
dozens of cars lining the massive driveway. “Yeah, it sure looks that way.”


“Come on,” he
said, reaching for her hand. “You know everyone here. It’s no big deal.”


“It’s a big deal
to me,” she said, withdrawing from his touch. “You used to do this all the
time.”


He sensed they
were finally getting to the heart of the matter. “What are you talkin’ about?”


“You’d call me at
the last minute and tell me I needed to be ready in an hour. You had to attend
some party and you just expected me to drop everything and go with you.” Raking
her hand through her hair, she said, “I have a business to run, Evan. I have a
life that doesn’t revolve around you anymore.”


Ouch. “Fine, I’m sorry I didn’t give you a little
more notice, okay?”


“No, it’s not
okay.” She closed her eyes and tipped her head back on the leather headrest. “I
hated that life, being paraded around from one event to the other, smiling and
making small talk with people I didn’t know or even care to know.”


“I had no idea
being with me was such an inconvenience,” he said, his temper rising to match
her foul mood. “You should have said somethin’.”


“Don’t do that,”
she said, opening her eyes and rolling her head to face him. “Don’t make it
sound like I didn’t want to be with you. I did. That was the problem. I never
got to be with you, just you.”


“I don’t know what
you want from me,” he said, throwing his hands up in the air. “I’m bendin’ over
backwards tryin’ to accommodate you-”


“That’s the
problem,” she said, reaching for the door handle. “You’re doing all this
because you think it’s what I want, not because it’s what you want.”


Muttering a curse,
Evan reached for the door handle. He had no choice but to follow her when she
rounded his vehicle and ran up the steps.


His mother greeted
them, pulling Erika into her arms with an excited squeal. “I’m so glad you
came,” Marisa said, squeezing Erika before holding her at arm’s length.


“Thanks for having
me.” Erika held out the gift she’d insisted on stopping for: a bottle of Luc’s
favorite scotch and a dozen of the cigars he was only allowed to smoke outside.
“Where’s the birthday boy?”


Marisa laughed as
she threaded her arm through Erika’s. “He’s mingling. Come. He’ll be so happy
to see you.”


Evan raised his
hand at their retreating figures. “Nice to see you too, Ma. Don’t worry, I’ll
get my coat. A drink? Sure, I’d love one,” he shouted across the foyer.


Marisa turned and
stuck her tongue out at him over her shoulder.


Their long-time
housekeeper, Shirley, approached. Patting him on the back, she smiled. “I’ll
take your coat, my boy.”


“Thanks, Shirl,”
he said, bending to kiss her wrinkled cheek. “You always were the one to look
after me. That’s why I like you best.”


She laughed as she
hung his coat up in the closet. “I see Erika is back.” Beaming, she clasped her
hands under his chin. “I couldn’t be happier for you two.”


“Thanks.” Shirley
had always been like a member of their family, so he knew he could tell her
anything. “I’m still not sure she trusts me, though.”


Slipping an arm
around Evan’s waist, she led him away from the party toward her domain: the
kitchen. “You need to give her some time, honey. She has every reason to be a
little gun-shy after what happened last time.”


“I know,” he said,
sighing. He sat down at the breakfast bar as Shirley took a tray of puffed
pastries out of the oven. “But how the hell do I erase the past?”


“You can’t,” she
said, smiling. “Every fight you ever had, every lousy thing you ever did to
hurt her is right up here,” she said, tapping her finger against her head. “We
women never forget.”


“Great,” Evan
said, rolling his eyes. “Thanks for the pep talk.”


She laughed as she
offered him a platter of appetizers and a cocktail napkin. “That doesn’t mean
you won’t make new memories. She’ll learn to trust you again, in time, and
you’ll form a new relationship. The past will be just that: the past.” She
slipped the glasses hanging on a chain around her neck in place as she adjusted
the setting on the stove to add a fresh tray of appetizers.


A young uniformed
server walked in to the room. She was young and pretty with a blonde ponytail
and bright green eyes. “Oh, excuse me,” she said, blushing when her eyes landed
on Evan. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”


“That’s okay,”
Shirley said, handing her a platter. When the young girl hesitated to leave,
Shirley said, “Go on, there’s more where that came from.”


“Yes, ma’am,” she
muttered, rushing away.


Shirley rolled her
eyes. “You and your brother always attracted girls like flies to-”


“Uh uh,” Evan
said, holding his hand up as he chuckled. “My virgin ears.”


“Oh please,” she
said, swatting him with her tea towel as her brown eyes twinkled with
amusement. “Now, where were we?” she asked, propping a hand on her broad hip.
“That’s right, I was giving you advice on how to fix this mess with Erika.”


“Tell me, oh wise
one,” Evan said, popping a mini spinach and cheese tart into his mouth. “How am
I gonna get the girl?”


“Time, patience,
understanding…”


Evan groaned. “You
know those aren’t my strong suits.” He grinned. “I was thinkin’ diamonds, furs,
and a sports car. That should work too, right?”


“Get out of here,”
she said, pointing to the door. “If you’re not going to take me seriously, I
have work to do.”


He slid off the
stool and bent to kiss her cheek. “You know I love you, Shirl.”


“Yeah, yeah,” she
said, waving her hand in the air. “Now get out there and mingle before your
father comes in here and gives us both hell.”
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Unable to stand the
tension between them another second, Evan cornered Erika by the bar. “Havin’
fun?” he asked. He’d seen her talking and laughing all evening. The only person
she seemed to be making a concerted effort to avoid was him.


“Sure, you know I
always have a great time with your family.”


She’d always fit
in seamlessly, confirming Evan’s belief she was meant to be a part of his life.
“How ‘bout me?” he asked. “You still enjoy yourself with me?” He hated that he
needed the reassurance, but given her attitude the last few hours, he had no
idea where they stood.


“You know I do,”
she said, looking at him over the rim of her wine glass as she brought it to
her lips. “That’s never been the problem for us.”


“Then what the
hell is the problem?” he asked, raking his hand through his hair in
frustration. “’Cause I really thought we were on the right track, but tonight,
it feels like we’re right back where we started. I hate this.”


“You think this is
what I want?” she asked, her eyes filling with tears as she turned her back to
the crowd. Taking a deep breath, she said, “This is exactly what I was afraid
of. I didn’t ever want to feel this way again.” She pressed her palm to her
flat stomach. “I have this…”


“What?” he asked,
bringing his hand to her face. “You know you can tell me anything. What the
hell happened to make you feel this way? I thought we were in a good place this
morning.”


She looked at him
closely, causing his stomach to lurch.


“Were we, or is
that just what you wanted me to believe?”


“I don’t know what
you’re talkin’ about.”


He was getting the
impression she may have talked to someone in the know… Ryan, Dominic…?
“Whatever it is, you need to tell me so I can try to make this right.”


He could tell she
was getting emotional. To save her the embarrassment of breaking down in front
of their friends and his family, he set her wine glass down on the bar, took
her hand, and led her into his father’s study. Closing the door, he brought her
into the circle of his arms. “Okay, now you need to tell me what happened to
make you start doubtin’ us again, sweetheart.”


A tear slid down
her cheek as she tipped her head back to look at him. “I love you so much. I’ve
always loved you, but I can’t go back to the way things used to be, no matter
how much I want this to work.”


“I’m not askin’
you to do that,” he said, brushing away her tears with his fingertips. “I would
never hurt you like that again.”


“I know you
wouldn’t do it intentionally,” she said, lowering her head. “But neither of us
can say for sure it won’t happen.”


“If you’re askin’
for an oath written in blood, I’m afraid I can’t give you that,” he said,
trying to lighten the mood. When it didn’t produce the smile he’d hoped for, he
slid a finger under her chin, forcing her to look at him. “There’s nothing I
wouldn’t do for you.” His actions the past weeks had proven that, but he didn’t
think laying it all out there now would help his case. Maybe later, when their
relationship was more stable, she would appreciate the lengths he’d gone to
just to earn another chance with her, but today clearly wasn’t the right time
to take that risk.


She slipped her
arms around his waist and laid her head on his chest. “I know that, but I’m
scared, Ev.”


“What are you
afraid of? Nothin’ can hurt us. We’ve been to hell and back the past couple of
years and we’re still standin’… together. Doesn’t that prove that nothin’ can
change the way we feel about each other?” In his mind it did, but she clearly
wasn’t convinced.


“I knew you were
driven and ambitious when I met you. I loved that about you.” She stepped out
of his arms, sighing as she started pacing the length of the room. “But when
you took over Titan, you became a different person. It’s like you were obsessed
with success. You were determined to be the biggest and best, and you didn’t
care what it cost.”


“That’s not true,”
he said, shoving his hands in his pockets when it became obvious she needed
space to work through her confusion. “I was never willin’ to sacrifice what we
had for that company. I know you thought I was and it may have seemed that way,
but that was never a price I was willin’ to pay, baby. You gotta believe that.”
If he couldn’t convince her, he knew their days were numbered.


“You can’t change
who you are,” she said, looking utterly miserable. “You’re a perfectionist. In
your mind, no one can do what you do as well as you can.”


He couldn’t deny
that he took pride in a job well done and he loved his career, but it wasn’t
enough to fulfill anymore. “I can’t just walk away from Titan. That’s not an
option.” He wouldn’t do some things, not even for her. He had a vision for that
company and he knew getting there would be his life’s work.


“Let me ask you
something,” she said, pausing mid-step to look at him. “If you and I had no
chance of reconciling, what would your life look like? Where would you be right
now? I mean, would you still be in the condo? Would you be working right now
instead of here with me?”


The moment of
truth. “I told you on that
beach in the Bahamas that I was ready to make some changes.”


“Yeah,” she said,
tipping her head. “You said you were ready to settle down and have a family,
but were you just telling me what you thought I wanted to hear?”


Evan couldn’t look
her in the eye and lie to her, even if the truth cost him everything. “Maybe.”
When she tried to walk past him without a word, he reached out to grab her arm.
“Don’t walk out on me again. Please.”


“What do you
expect me to do?” she cried. “This has all been an act for my benefit, hasn’t
it? You don’t want any of it, the house, the dog, the sane work schedule… you
did all of that just to lure me back in and then what, Evan?” she asked,
shaking him off. “You’d leave me in that big empty house every night with just
the dogs to keep me company?”


“No,” he said,
desperate to make her understand. “That was never my intention. You have to
believe me. I do want to change.”


“But can you?”


“I think so.” He
couldn’t deny things were ramping up at work again and new projects were
pulling him deeper into the fold than he wanted to go, but he wanted to believe
he could maintain a healthy balance for her sake.


“You think so?”
She took a step back. “I can’t pin my future on half-truths and empty promises
anymore, Evan. I’m sorry.”






Chapter Eighteen


Sensing the
tension, Ryan and Brianna offered Erika a ride home, which she gratefully
accepted after a brief good-bye to Evan and his disillusioned parents. Tucked
in the cocoon of darkness in the backseat of Ryan’s car, she watched the
manicured lawns and stately mansions disappear as she tried to contain her
emotions.


“Um, I have a
favor to ask,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. “Evan’s dog is still
at my place with Chloe. Would you guys mind dropping him off or keeping him
overnight? I have extra food for him and…”


“No problem,”
Brianna said, shifting in her seat to look at her. “Are you okay?”


“Sure.” She knew
the sniffle gave her away when Ryan glanced at her in the rear-view mirror.


“Okay, what’s my
bonehead of a brother done to upset you this time?” he asked.


Erika smiled in
spite of her sadness. Ryan had this innate ability to make people smile no
matter how dire the situation seemed. “He didn’t do anything. He was just
being… Evan.”


“That’ll do it,”
Ryan muttered.


Brianna slapped
his arm. “Behave yourself, this is serious.”


“I can see that,”
he said, pulling up to a stop sign. “And I’m worried about both of them.” He
looked over his shoulder at Erika. “So tell me what I can do to help.”


She’d always loved
Ryan. He was the one to come to her the day after she left his brother,
offering her a shoulder to cry on and a friend if she ever needed to talk. “You
can’t do anything,” she said, pulling a tissue out of her purse. “This is
something we have to work through on our own, though I don’t know how.”


“I hope this isn’t
because of what I said this afternoon,” Brianna said, a crease appearing
between her arched brows. “I never meant to cause any trouble. I love you guys.
I want you to work this out. I just…”


Erika reached for
her friend’s hand. “Honey, you’re not the cause of this. It comes down to me
and Evan. We’re just two different people.”


“And you’re sure
there’s no way to find a middle ground?” Ryan asked, turning down the music
filtering through the speakers.


“I don’t know.
That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” Deciding she needed all of the facts,
she asked a question she wasn’t sure she wanted answered. “Tell me something,
this time last month, how many days a week was Evan working?”


Ryan and Brianna
exchanged a glance and her worst fears were confirmed.


“Come on, guys,
how many? Six? Seven?”


Obviously trying
to make light of the situation, Ryan chuckled. “I’m the wrong guy to ask. You
know I put in forty hours on a good week. How the hell would I know whether
he’s there bustin’ his ass on weekends?”


Erika expected
that kind of loyalty from his brother, so she turned to her friend, hoping
Brianna would be honest with her. Their eyes met under the light of the
streetlamps when Ryan pulled up to a stoplight. “Please, Bri,” she said
quietly. “This is the rest of my life we’re talking about.”


Sighing, Brianna
folded her hands in her lap and said, “He’s been working seven days a week,
fifteen or sixteen hour days since y’all broke up.”


Ryan shot her a
meaningful sidelong glance. “I don’t think we need to get involved in their
business, hon.”


“Someone has to be
honest and your brother obviously doesn’t intend to be.”


Ryan’s grip on the
steering wheel tightened and he accelerated away from the light, but remained
silent.


“Thank you,” Erika
said softly. “I needed to know what’s been going on.” Her eyes met Ryan’s in
the rear-view. “Can I ask you a question?”


“No.”


“Please.”


He sighed as he
pulled up in front of her house. “Fine, but if it incriminates my brother, I
reserve the right to plead the fifth.”


Brianna slapped
his chest. “That only applies if you run the risk of incriminating yourself.
Besides, it only serves in a court of law.”


“I don’t care. I
won’t say anything that’s gonna make this worse for my brother, and you can’t
make me.”


Rolling her eyes
at his petulance, Brianna turned to face Erika. “What did you want to know?”


“Has Evan ever
talked to you about buying a house or adopting a pet before, Ry?”


Narrowing his eyes
at his fiancé, Ryan said, “I plead the fifth.”


“That’s okay,”
Erika said, reaching for her door handle. “You told me everything I needed to
know.”


Brianna opened her
car door and the two women faced each other on the street. “I’ll come in to get
the dog.”


Erika nodded,
trying to keep her lip from trembling. “Thanks.”


“Hey,” Brianna
said, pulling her into a fierce hug. “Are you gonna be okay?”


“Eventually.”
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Evan was nursing
his second drink when the last party goer left his parents’ house. Ryan had
texted him to let him know that Skipper was spending the night with them, so he
had no reason to rush home to a big, empty house.


Luc sat down beside
Evan on the couch, slapping his son’s back as he stretched his legs out on the
upholstered ottoman in front of them. “All right, what’d you do this time,
kid?”


“Why do you assume
I did something to screw this up? Maybe it was her fault this time,” Evan
said, scowling into the bottom of his empty glass.


Luc chuckled.
“Sure, it was. Come on, you gonna tell me or do I have to guess?”


Evan set his glass
down on the table beside him and stretched out beside his father. Tipping his
head back, he closed his eyes. “Maybe it just wasn’t meant to be, Dad. Could be
Erika’s just not the right girl for me.”


“You don’t believe
that any more than I do,” Luc said, crossing his arms.


“It shouldn’t be
this hard.”


Luc laughed. “Boy,
you have no idea how long it took for your mama and me to end up on the same
page? Years. And when we did, there were still ups and downs. There always will
be. That’s just a part of life.”


Evan rolled his
head to the side, looking at his father. “Mom said something to me a while back
and it got me to thinkin’ about what it was like when we were growin’ up.”


“Oh yeah, what’s
that?” Luc asked, hiding a yawn behind his hand.


“She said you
always put her and your kids first. How the hell did you manage that? I mean,
buildin’ a successful company from the ground up, bein’ a good husband and
half-way decent father…” Evan chuckled when his father scowled at him.
“Seriously, how’d you find a healthy balance?”


“I didn’t,” Luc
said, staring straight ahead. “I missed out on the first fifteen years of Nikki’s
life ‘cause I was so obsessed with my work. I can never get those years back
and even now, all these years later, I still beat myself up about that.”


“Really?” Evan
knew his father and half-sister had been estranged for a long time before he
was born, but they rarely discussed the circumstances surrounding the split.
Now they were as close as any father and daughter Evan knew, so he just assumed
they’d made their peace with the past.


“Sure.” Luc rubbed
his eyes. “You never get over abandonin’ your own kid. But let me tell you, I
sure as hell didn’t intend to make the same mistake with you boys that I made
with Nik.”


Evan could
understand how Luc’s life experiences would have shaped the kind of husband and
father he was, but he didn’t see how he could apply that to his own life.


“It’s not about
how much time you spend with your family, Evan. It’s about what you do with the
time you have. The memories you make.” He smiled. “You guys wouldn’t have
noticed if I was there to watch your favorite TV program with you after dinner,
but you would’ve noticed if I wasn’t there to read you a story or tuck you in
at night.”


Evan smiled at the
memory of their bedtime ritual. “I guess you’re right.”


“You wouldn’t have
cared one way or the other whether it was me or your mom helpin’ you with your
homework after school, but if I wasn’t at one of your baseball games or school
concerts, you would have missed me.”


“I don’t know
about that,” Evan joked. “You always embarrassed us by yellin’ at the umpires
or whistlin’ like a crazy man while the other parents applauded politely.”


Luc threw his head
back and laughed. “You loved it when I did that.”


“Whatever.”


“Seriously,” Luc
said, slapping his son’s knee. “Those are the things your kids are gonna
remember. You have to make time to make those kinds of memories. You’re gonna
have to travel, and you may not make it home in time for dinner every night,
but as long as you spend quality time with them and let them know you’ll always
be there when they need you, your kids are gonna be just fine.”


Evan knew his
father was right. Luc had worked a lot while he and Ryan were growing up, but
that taught him about working hard to achieve success. Evan hoped to pass that
on to his own kids one day. “Can I ask you somethin’ else?” He didn’t even know
how to broach the subject, but if anyone could offer him insight into this
dilemma, it was his father.


Luc tipped his
head back and closed his eyes. “Anything, you know that.”


“How did you and
Mom, you know, stay connected?”


Luc opened one eye
and chuckled. “Surely to God you’re not askin’ me about my sex life, boy?”


Mortified at the
mere suggestion, Evan hit him in the arm. “No! Are you crazy?”


Luc laughed. “I’m
just messin’ with ya, kid. Marisa and I stayed connected the same way most busy
couples do, I guess. We had date nights, a couple of times a year we went away
for long weekends, just the two of us…” He smiled. “We bought an extra deep
couch for the family room so we could take the back cushions off. It became our
cuddle couch. After you boys went to bed, we’d cuddle up there and watch
TV together.” He shrugged. “Intimacy isn’t all about sex. It’s about lettin’
her know you care, that you couldn’t do what you do without her.”


Maybe that’s where
he had gone wrong. He’d never shown Erika how much he needed her. He let her
believe that his work was a separate part of his life that didn’t involve her.
Little did she know, he’d never been happier or more productive at Titan than
he was when they were together.


“Thanks, Dad,” he
said, getting to his feet. “I think I know how to make things right. Um, you
mind if I go and grab somethin’ out of the safe?”


They shared a
look. Both men knew Evan had only been keeping one thing in that safe. His
grandmother’s ring.


“You sure this is
the right time?” Luc asked, raising an eyebrow. “That’s not a Band-Aid
solution. You need to be on solid ground before you even think about-”


Evan held his hand
up. “I know what I’m doin’…” He smiled. “Thanks to you.”


“Okay,” Luc said,
reaching for the phone. “Let me call the driver. You can pick your car up
tomorrow.”
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Erika was tossing
and turning, trying to escape her thoughts, when Chloe started barking to alert
her she’d spotted something or someone outside. Holding her breath, Erika threw
her legs over the edge of the bed, hoping it was just a squirrel or the pesky
raccoon that was always getting into her garbage cans.


A light tap on the
door and Chloe stopped barking and started dancing around to show her
excitement. That could only mean one person. Evan. Chloe was hoping he’d
brought her favorite playmate back for a sleepover.


Looking down at
the black silk nightgown, she grimaced, wishing she’d taken the time to grab a
robe before making her way to the door. Oh well, she couldn’t do much about her
state of undress now. Not that it mattered. Evan had seen her in much less.


She took a
fortifying breath, trying to steel her resolve. Just the sight of him often
dissolved any residual anger, leaving her with the overwhelming urge to kiss
and make up instead of hold him accountable for his actions. Not this time, she
vowed, reaching for the door handle. This time would be different.


She looked up,
expecting to meet his eyes. Instead, her gaze drifted down. Oh my God. He
was on bended knee, holding a black velvet ring box containing the largest
diamond she’d ever laid eyes on.


“What are you
doing?” she whispered. Her heart hammered in her chest, and she was certain he
could see the effect his surprise was having on her.


He grinned. “What
does it look like I’m doin’, beautiful?”


She gripped the
door knob, shaking her head in stunned denial. This could not be happening. It
must be a dream. But if it was, did she really want to wake up?


“You wanted to
marry me not so long ago,” he said, reaching for her hand. “But I was too
stupid and self-absorbed to realize that I’m nothin’ without you.”


Erika couldn’t
stop the flow of tears. She’d been waiting for this moment for years. “That’s
not true,” she whispered, wanting desperately to believe every word. If only
they didn’t share a long and complicated history that made believing they could
finally be getting their happily ever after so difficult.


“Yes, it is.”


Chloe ran off
towards the kitchen when the draft teased the hem of her mistress’s nightgown.
It was cold outside, but Erika was numb to everything, including the elements.


Evan kissed her
hand before looking up into her eyes. “Everything makes sense with you in my
life, baby.” He shrugged. “Without you, I’m just goin’ through the motions.”


Tugging on his
hand, she pulled him forward, into the house. Closing the door behind them, she
leaned against it, needing the feel of something solid to ground her. “I
don’t-”


As though he
sensed her hesitation, he kissed her tenderly, making her body sway
involuntarily toward his. “Please, just let me finish. I need to say so many
things, things I should have had the sense to say years ago.”


“Okay,” she said,
anxious to hear every word.


“When we met, you
blew me away. You were so smart and sexy. You knew exactly where you wanted to
go and how you were going to get there.”


He was right about
her sense of purpose. She had wanted to be a veterinarian since she was a
little girl. For her, there was no question what she would do with her life.


“I loved your
drive and determination. Even more than that, I loved your attitude. You always
believed you could do anything you set your mind to.”


She knew she owed
that unwavering self-confidence to her parents. They’d always told her there
were no limitations as long as she was willing to work hard and persevere in
the face of setbacks.


“You believed you
could operate a successful business and be a good wife and mother.”


“That’s all I ever
wanted,” she said quietly. The ring still glittered between them, like a beacon
of light and hope in the shadow of darkness. “I wanted a family with you and I
wanted to do what I love, what I believe I was born to do.”


He smiled. “You
wanna know what I think I was born to do?”


That was a no
brainer. “Run Titan Records.”


“No. I was born to
love you.”


His quiet
conviction took her breath away. God help her, she loved this man more now than
ever, which made the risk even greater. If she let him walk away now, she would
always wonder if they could have had the life she had always dreamed of. But if
she accepted his proposal, she opened herself up to a world of hurt if it
didn’t work out.


“What’s changed?”
she asked. Praying he could make her see something she’d been blind to before,
she asked, “Why do you want to marry me now?”


“I’ve lived with
you and I’ve lived without you. Living without you isn’t living. It’s existing.
I can’t go on that way for the next fifty years, Erika. I need you.”


She needed him
too, more than she was willing to admit. “I’m scared,” she said, looking at the
box clenched tightly in his hand. “What if things go back to the way they
were?”


“I’m not a stupid
guy.”


She couldn’t argue
with that. He was the smartest, most capable man she’d ever known. “But…”


“Only an idiot
would make the mistake of taking you for granted twice in one lifetime. I did
it once. I won’t do it again.”


She thought about
her conversation with Brianna and Ryan. “I need to know that you want to make
these changes because it’s what you want, not because you think it’ll
make me happy.”


“I do want to make
you happy,” he said, stepping closer, flattening her back against the door.
“That’s the most important thing in the world to me. I’d buy a dozen houses,
adopt a hundred dogs, and work from home if that’s what made you happy.”


She caught her
breath when he traced a fingertip over the swell of her breast.


“If I’m guilty of
anything here, it’s of lovin’ you too much, baby. Did I make all these changes
for you? Yes. Would I do it again in a heartbeat? Hell, yeah. ‘Cause we
ended up exactly where I hoped we would.” He circled her waist with his free hand,
drawing her closer. “With you in my arms and our future right there for the
takin’. All you have to do is say yes.”


The future he
proposed was terrifying, but the prospect of facing the next fifty years
without him was even more terrifying. “Yes,” she whispered, smiling through her
tears. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”


He roared, hauling
her into his arms and spinning her in a low circle until her head was thrown
back in laughter.


As Evan slipped
the three carat solitaire on her finger, he knew life didn’t get much better
than this. He was getting a second chance to make up for the biggest mistake
he’d ever made.


“Perfect,” he
whispered, bringing her hand to his lips.


She held her hand
back, trying to hide her smile. “Ev, it’s big. Really big.”


“The bigger, the better,
right?” he asked, nuzzling her neck.


“Not in my line of
work.”


“I beg to differ.
How the hell are your male clients gonna know you’re taken unless we advertise
it?”


She laughed as she
stood on her toes and looped her arms around his neck. “I think they’ll figure
it out when I change my name, don’t you?”


He grinned. “Dr.
Erika Spencer. God, I love the way that sounds.”


“It does have a
nice ring to it…” She tipped her head back, a mischievous glint in her eyes.
“Unless of course I decide to keep my own name, for professional reasons.”


“Like hell you
will,” he growled. He wanted the entire world to know she was his wife.


She giggled,
smacking his shoulder. “I’m just teasing.”


“Speakin’ of
teasin’,” he said, sliding one of the thin silk straps off her shoulder. “I’m
surprised I was able to string two words together with you standin’ there
lookin’ so damn sexy.”


She rolled her
head back, inviting his exploration. “It’s not like I was expecting company.”


“You better not
have been. This…” he said, sliding the silk down over her curves, “is for my
eyes only.”


A soft moan
escaped her lips when he bent his knees, skimming his lips over her breasts.
“Ev…”


He scooped her up,
carrying her down the hall towards the bedrooms.


Chloe looked up
from her comfy cushion at the foot of the bed when they entered the room.


Setting Erika down
on the mattress, Evan grabbed Chloe’s favorite stuffed teddy bear and tossed it
out in the hall, closing the door firmly behind her when she thought he was
inviting her to play catch.


“She’s gonna make
you pay for that,” Erika said, smirking, as she leaned on her elbows and
watched him strip down to a pair of dark gray boxer briefs.


“I love her, but I
don’t think we need an audience, do we?”


She couldn’t
respond as she watched the last scrap of cotton fall to the floor.


Evan grinned when
a soft sigh escaped her lips. “You like, baby?”


“I love…” Her
eyes scanned his body hungrily. “Everything about you.”


“Same goes,” he
said, dropping kisses all the way up her body until their lips finally met.
With his mouth hovering just above hers, he said, “And I don’t ever intend to
let you forget it.” He didn’t give her a chance to respond before kissing her.
There was no need; he knew his actions would speak louder than his words ever
could.


She opened her
legs, silently beckoning him to a temptation he’d always been powerless to
resist. “Make love to me,” she whispered, her eyes fixed on his.


As he slid into
her, savoring ever second of their connection, he thought about the hundreds of
times they’d made love over the years and how different it felt now that he
could rest easy in the knowledge that she wasn’t going anywhere. He’d wake up
with her in the morning, fall asleep with her in his arms at night… He couldn’t
wait for the next phase of their lives to begin.


His thoughts
slipped away as he allowed their bodies to engage in the familiar ritual of
give and take. Kissing her passionately wasn’t enough as his body scaled the
crest and all of his thoughts became centered on their mutual satisfaction. It
may have been minutes or hours, he couldn’t tell, but every swipe of their
tongues, every tight, slick slide in and out of her body brought him closer to
the razor’s edge of sanity where the only thing that mattered was that elusive
release his body sought.


She cried out, his
name on her lips, as her body shuddered beneath his.


Once he felt the
impact of her surrender move through his body, he couldn’t beg, borrow, or buy
another second. His body raced to the finish line and there wasn’t a damn thing
he could do about it.


A guttural moan
moved through him, finally falling from his lips as she clenched him inside of
her, forcing him to ride out every last tremor in the safety of her arms.
“Jesus,” he whispered, trying to support his body on shaking arms so he
wouldn’t crush her. “You tryin’ to kill me before we get to take our vows,
girl?”


She grinned,
looking pleased with herself. “I just wanted to give you a taste of what you
can expect when I become your wife.”


He chuckled as he
summoned the strength to roll over to his side of the bed. “Damn. If that’s the
case, I may die young, but what a way to go.”


She threw her leg
over his, stretching her arm over his chest. “Don’t even joke about that,” she
said, looking up at him. “I expect you to be around long enough to dance with
me at our grandchildren’s weddings.”


“Yes, ma’am.” He
settled her head on his chest as he ran his hand through her hair. “Let’s talk
details,” he said. Now that she had agreed to be his wife, he didn’t want to
waste one more minute. “Startin’ with the date.”


Erika laughed as
she stretched her hand out to admire her ring in the dim light. “We just got
engaged and you already want to set a date for the wedding?”


“Sure. Why not?”


“These things take
time to plan. We can’t just decide to snap our fingers and make it happen.”


If she believed
that, she didn’t know him as well as he thought she did. He would give her the
wedding of her dreams on the date of her choosing. All she had to do was say
the words and he would make her fantasy their reality. “You wanna bet?”


She tipped her
head back to look at him, a smile hovering on her lips. “Is this the part where
my rich and powerful fiancée starts throwing his weight around?”


“Damn straight.
What’s the use of havin’ money if you can’t use it to make your woman happy?”


She reached up to
kiss him, her eyes glowing with emotion. “I love you. I love that you would do
anything to make me happy.”


He sensed she
needed to say more. “But?”


She shook her
head. “No buts. I was scared at first, when I realized you’d made all of these
changes for me, but then I thought about Liam and Alisa.”


“What about them?”


“He turned his
life upside down for her. I mean, he moved here, gave up his business…”


“He didn’t exactly
give it up. He just started delegatin’ more, not only for the sake of their
relationship, but also for his health. Not to mention his sanity. You think my
schedule is crazy, but he was literally travelin’ all over the world year after
year. That’s gotta takes its toll after a while.”


“Yeah, and I bet
he hasn’t regretted his decision for a single second. I mean, anyone can see
how much he loves being a husband and father.”


Evan couldn’t deny
his cousin and her husband seemed to have found the secret to a successful
marriage. “I can’t argue with that.” His hand drifted down her back. “Now, back
to us. I believe we were talkin’ about weddin’ dates.”


“Um, I don’t
know,” she said, sliding her hand over his chest. “Maybe we should wait until
Ryan and Brianna have set a date. They got engaged first. I don’t want to steal
their thunder.”


Evan knew she was
right, but he didn’t want to be reasonable. He wanted to marry her, and
tomorrow wouldn’t be soon enough. “Fine,” he said, kissing the top of her head.
“But if my brother drags his feet settin’ a date, all bets are off.”


She giggled before
kissing his chest. “Deal.”






Chapter Nineteen


Erika walked in to
the decked out ballroom on her fiancée’s arm, feeling that all was finally
right in her world. The fundraiser was a sell-out, they’d lined up an
impressive line-up of artists to entertain the crowd, and she and Evan had
never been closer.


They’d had no
choice but to share their news with close friends and family. She’d suggested
waiting to wear her engagement ring in public until the excitement surrounding
Brianna and Ryan’s engagement dimmed, but Evan shot that idea down without a
second thought. He claimed he wanted the world to know they were engaged, and
given the rough road they’d traveled, she couldn’t argue.


They greeted
guests and mingled with the crowd before finally taking their seats at the head
table. The only thing that would have made it more perfect was having her
parents in attendance. Unfortunately, her father was down with the flu, so they
had to back out at the last minute.


Luckily, she was
still surrounded by family, Evan’s family, on this special night. After
devoting most of her free time to this cause for the past decade, seeing so
many people show up in support of a cause that meant so much to her was
rewarding.


She exchanged hugs
with Luc, Marisa, Ryan, Brianna, Trey, Sierra, Liam, and Alisa before claiming
their seats at the same table.


“I can’t tell you
how happy I am for both of my sons,” Marisa said, smiling at Brianna and Erika.
“After so many years of playing the field, I was beginning to wonder if they
were ever gonna settle down.”


Evan set his
napkin in his lap before gesturing toward his brother. “This one may have been
out playin’ the field. I was-”


“Busy working, we
know,” Marisa said, winking at Erika. “I’m just glad you finally realized
there’s more to life than work.”


“Amen to that,”
Liam said, putting his arm around his wife.


“Easy to say when
you’re a billionaire,” Evan muttered.


“I heard that,”
Liam said, laughing. “Trust me, buddy, all the money in the world isn’t gonna
help fill that void.” He looked from Evan to his fiancé. “But I don’t have to
tell you that, do I?”


“No, I figured
that out the hard way,” Evan said, setting his hand on Erika’s thigh. Raising
his right hand, he said, “With y’all as my witnesses, I swear to never make
that mistake again.”


“You won’t be able
to,” Ryan said, laughing. “I gave the security guards strict instructions to
kick you out of the building, using bodily force, if you’re still sittin’
behind your desk come seven o’clock. And you’re not allowed to set foot inside
that buildin’ on a weekend. No matter what.”


Since Ryan was
seated beside her, Erika could reach over and kiss his cheek. “I just knew you
were gonna be the best brother-in-law ever.”


Before Ryan could
respond, the party planner Evan had hired approached their table.


Courtney looked at
the group and smiled. “Does Titan Records know how to throw a party or what?”


Luc smiled. “You
say that like this is somethin’ new. Our parties have always been legendary,
sugar.”


“Can’t argue with
that,” Courtney said, winking at him. Her smile slipped when her eyes landed on
Erika’s left hand. “Well, am I to assume congratulations are in order?”


“Yeah,” Evan said,
looking uneasy. “I was gonna tell you yesterday, but things got a little hectic
at the office.”


Ryan and Brianna
exchanged a look Erika couldn’t decipher, making her feel uncomfortable. Did
they know something she didn’t? If so, why were they keeping her in the dark?


“Congratulations,”
Courtney said. Her smile was a little too bright, and when she glanced at Evan,
a flicker of sadness made her displeasure obvious. “Excuse me, I need to have a
word with Ty about the line-up for tonight.”


She rushed off and
Evan watched her clear the front doors before he said, “Excuse me, I’ll be
right back.”


 


***


 


Evan found
Courtney standing outside, shivering. “Hey, what’re you doin’ out here?” he
asked, slipping his jacket off and setting it around her shoulders.


“I just needed a
minute,” she said. “Your news kind of caught me off guard.”


“I’m sorry,” he
said, putting his arm around her. He pulled her into the shadows and away from
the front door as the smokers in the group were coming and going, giving them
limited privacy. “I know I should have told you, but it all happened kind of
fast. I mean, I wasn’t plannin’ on proposin’. It just kind of happened.”


“It just kind of
happened?”


She angled her
head back to look him in the eye, and he saw the tears, making him feel like a
parasite for not making time to tell her about his plans to marry Erika. They
had never been exclusive and he had never promised her anything more than a
good time, but they were sleeping together up until a month ago. He owed it to
her to tell her the truth in private, instead of asking her to hide her
reaction in front of his fiancé and family.


“Kind of like
sleepin’ with me just happened?”


The door was
opening and closing repeatedly, and even though they stood behind a trellis of
ivy, he knew passersby would be able to hear their exchange. “Keep your voice
down,” he said through gritted teeth, positioning his body so she was further
away from the door. “I don’t need the whole world to know our business.”


“So you didn’t
tell her you’ve been sleeping with me for the past year?” she asked, pulling
his jacket tighter when a shudder moved through her.


“It hasn’t been a
year.”


“Damn near,” she
said, glaring at him. “Y’all hadn’t been apart a month when you ended up back
at my place after Titan’s holiday party.”


“Things just…” He
wanted to tell her he’d still been reeling from the break-up and he was lonely,
which was why he hadn’t shut her down when she propositioned him, but he knew
that would be like rubbing salt in the wound, so he bit his tongue. “Got out of
hand. We’d both been drinkin’…”


“That doesn’t
explain why you’ve slept with me dozens of times since then, does it?” she
asked, raising her voice.


When he realized
asking her for discretion was pointless, he grabbed her arm and led her further
away from the door. “Look, I told you I wasn’t interested in a relationship,
Courtney. You were seein’ other guys. It’s not like we were exclusive.”


“I may have been
seeing other men, but you were the only one I was sleeping with.” She brushed
away the tear rolling down her cheek. “I thought when you finally got over
her…” She said, inclining her head toward the building, “That you’d come to
your senses and realize you and I could be really great together.” She took a
step forward, framing his face with her hands. “I get you in a way she never
will, Evan. I know how important your business is to you, and I love and
respect you for that. I would never ask you to become someone you’re not just
to make me happy. Can’t you see how selfish she is? She wants it all… on her
terms. What has she had to give up? Nothing. You’re the one who’s made all the
sacrifices and she’s-”


“Stop,” he said,
pressing his fingertip against her lips. “I don’t want to do this. I think
you’re a great girl, Court. We had a lot of fun together and I don’t regret a
minute we spent together, but I’m gonna marry Erika.”


“Why?” she asked,
looking up at him. “Just tell me why.”


“I love her.”


“I don’t believe
you. You told me yourself not too long ago that you didn’t know what the hell
happened to the girl you fell in love with. You said yourself she wasn’t that
woman when y’all broke up.”


He had said that
in a moment of anger and frustration. The last months of their relationship had
been plagued with anger and bitterness to the point where he almost didn’t
recognize Erika anymore. But he knew he was to blame for that, not her.


“Look, I don’t
want to talk about this anymore.” He placed his hands over hers, gently
removing her hands from his face. “You know where I stand, what my plans are.
I’m sorry if it took you by surprise and I know I should have told you so you
didn’t have to find out that way, but…”


“Is this the part
where you ask me to be happy for you?” she asked, crossing her arms. “Am I
supposed to be the supportive friend now and pretend the last year never
happened? You want me to tell you I’m fine with it, that I don’t care what you
do? Well I’m sorry, I can’t do that.” She started crying in earnest. “I was
falling in love with you and I know you felt something too. I could feel it
when you made love to me. It wasn’t just sex. I know it wasn’t.”


Evan pulled her
into his arms and let her cry on his shoulder. He hated hurting people and his
long-term relationship with Erika meant he hadn’t broken very many hearts in
recent years, but there was no question Courtney’s feelings for him ran deeper
than he realized.


“I’m sorry,” he
said, stroking her hair. “I should never have let things go this far.” In
hindsight, he should never have slept with her at all, but she was an
attractive woman and he was tired of falling asleep alone, dreaming about
Erika.


“No regrets,” she
said, sniffling as she pulled away from him. “Remember what you said, no
regrets.” She passed his jacket back to him and he watched her walk inside, her
head held high.


“Damn it,” he
muttered, wishing he could turn back time. Given the chance to do it all over
again, he never would have slept with her. The last thing he wanted was to hurt
someone else the way he’d been hurting without Erika this past year.


He scanned the
ballroom looking for Courtney, but deduced she must have slipped in to the
restroom to repair her make-up before facing their guests. Heading toward their
table, he noticed Erika’s chair was empty. The last thing he needed was for the
two ladies to cross paths in the restroom. In Courtney’s state, he had no idea
what she might say.


“Hey, where’s
Erika?” he asked, standing behind her vacant chair.


“Didn’t you see
her?” Trey asked. “She went lookin’ for you about ten minutes ago.”


“What do you mean?
Where’d she go?”


“I don’t know,”
Trey said. “You looked kind of upset when you left the table and she wanted to
make sure you were all right.”


Evan got a sinking
feeling in his stomach. “She went lookin’ for me right after I left the table?”


“Uh, listen, man,”
Ryan said, getting up. “I need to have a word with you in private.”


“Not now,” Evan
said, walking away from the table. He needed to find Erika.


“Damn it, would
you hold up a minute?” Ryan asked, jogging to catch up to him. “Erika wasn’t
the only one lookin’ for you. Avery was too. We’ve got problems. Big problems.”


“Too bad,” Evan
said, holding his hand up to silence his brother. “I’ve got to deal with my own
problems.” He didn’t realize how big those problems were until he caught sight
of Erika’s tear-streaked face. “Shit,” he whispered, walking toward her.


Like a scared deer
trapped in the headlights of an oncoming car, she looked ready to bolt.


“Baby,” he said,
approaching her slowly. “Are you okay?”


“What do you
think?” she asked, looking up at him.


Her tears hit him
like a punch in the stomach. “What the hell happened to upset you?”


“I heard
everything, Evan,” she said quietly. “I know you lied to me.”


“What’re you
talkin’ about? What did I lie to you about?” She remained silent, staring at
him until understanding eventually dawned. Oh, God, no. She’d
overheard him talking to Courtney.


“I’ll uh… give you
two some time,” Ryan muttered, making himself scarce.


Evan had forgotten
his brother was there. The only thing he could see, the only thing that
mattered, was the hurt and disappointment in his fiancé’s eyes. He’d seen that
look once before: the night she moved out.


“Sweetheart,
listen to me,” he said, gripping her arms. He was desperate to make her
understand, but he didn’t know where to start. “I know it looks bad, but I-”


“It’s not that you
slept with her,” she said quietly. “You were single at the time, free to do
what you wanted. It’s the fact that you lied to me. And that wasn’t the only
lie, was it, Evan?”


Obviously she and
Courtney had crossed paths in the ladies room. He’d never taken Courtney for a
vindictive woman, but jealousy had obviously prompted her decision to sell him
out. “What’re you talkin’ about?”


“This benefit. You
used it to get close to me again. You said the director was embezzling and you
wouldn’t trust him with your money. All lies.”


He hung his head,
unable to deny her claim.


“Evan,” Avery said,
running up to them. “Thank God I found you.”


“Not now,” Evan
barked, trying to warn her off before she got too close.


“This is
important. We have to leave now.”


“I’m not goin’
anywhere,” he growled, glaring at his publicist.


“Clint Davis has
just been thrown in jail in St. Louis. We have to fly out now.”


Tearing his eyes
away from Erika, he asked, “What the hell did he do?”


“Some woman is
crying rape,” Avery whispered. “Obviously, it’s not true. We all know what kind
of man he is, but we need to do major damage control before this brings him and
the whole damn label down.”


Evan’s mind raced.
He couldn’t leave with his relationship with Erika hanging in the balance, but
he couldn’t leave his artist to fend for himself either. “Can’t Ryan go in my
place?”


“Evan,” Avery
said, placing a hand on his arm, “you’re the President of Titan Records. When
we release a statement to the press in St. Louis, they’re going to want to know
whether his label is standing behind him. That statement has to come from you.
Not only that, Clint needs your support now. He needs to know that you guys
aren’t going to abandon him.”


“Go,” Erika said,
looking him in the eye. Her eyes were shining with unshed tears, but she was
obviously trying to hold it together. “Your company needs you.”


He raked his hand
through his hair, wishing he had another option. “We’ll talk about this as soon
as I get back. I promise.”


She nodded. “Have
a safe trip. I hope everything works out for Clint.”


He pulled her
close, but she felt rigid in his arms. “I love you,” he whispered fiercely,
desperate to make her believe him.


“Just go,” she
said, pushing him away.


 


***


 


Evan paced the
small waiting area, trying to fight the nausea as they waited for clearance to
take off. Weather conditions were creating an unforeseen delay. “I can’t do
this,” he said, turning to face Avery. “I can’t go with you.”


He knew this was
the moment of truth. If he chose his work over Erika again, he knew he’d have
nothing left to come home to. He had to make her understand what happened with
Courtney before it was too late.


Avery looked up
from her iPad. “You have to come with me. You don’t have a choice.”


“Yes, I do, and
I’m choosing Erika.”


She pressed a hand
against her forehead. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on between you two, but
whatever it is will have to wait until you get back.”


“How would you
feel if you found out Ty lied to you about something important?” Evan asked,
desperate to make her understand.


“I’d be angry,
but-”


“And what if he
just took off without offering you an explanation because something else was
more important to him than settin’ things right between you two?”


“I’d be pissed.”


“That’s how Erika
feels right now, Avery. I can’t lose her again.”


“What do you want
me to do?” she asked, sighing.


“Call my brother.
He can handle this. I have to see Erika.”


 


***


 


Erika was curled
up with her dog in her lap when a knock on the door made Chloe bound out of her
arms to greet their visitor.


She knew a
well-meaning friend had probably come to check on her after her hasty departure
from the fundraiser, but she couldn’t bear the thought of facing anyone in her
state. Her head was pounding, her eyes were puffy, and her face was streaked
with dried tears. She was a mess.


Rounding the
corner, she tried to hide her shock when Evan peered through the glass. He was
the last person she wanted to see, but she knew she couldn’t avoid him now that
he knew she was home.


Taking a deep
breath before she opened the door, she looked him in the eye. “I have nothing
to say to you.”


He shoved the door
open, forcing her to step back as he slammed it shut behind him.


Sensing the
tension, Chloe barked at their unwanted guest.


“Go lay down,
Chloe,” Erika said, pointing to the family room.


The obedient
little dog ran off without a backward glance, obviously trusting her mistress
had the situation under control.


“Then you’ll
listen to what I have to say.”


“Get out,” she
said between clenched teeth. She pulled the ring off her finger, holding it up.
“But not before you take this.”


The color drained from
his face as he looked from her to the huge, flashy diamond between her thumb
and forefinger. “No, hell no. It’s not goin’ down like this.”


“Take it or leave
it, I don’t care. Either way, I’m not wearing it.”


Raking his hands
through his already disheveled hair, he said, “Goddammit, Erika, we’ve invested
too many years in each other for you not to at least give me a chance to
explain.”


“Fine,” she said,
crossing her arms as she tapped her socked foot on the ceramic tile. “Tell me
why you lied to me. Tell me how you could’ve been making love to her while you
claimed to be in love with me.”


“I never made love
to her. We had sex.”


“You told me you
hadn’t been with anyone else this past year.” The lies hurt even more than the
sex. He could have told her the truth about Courtney. It would have stung, but
she had no claim on him then. He was a gorgeous, sexy, successful man. She
wouldn’t have been shocked to learn he’d been with someone else, but the fact
that he’d lied to her about it was a deal breaker. She refused to marry a man
she couldn’t trust.


“I told you I
couldn’t think about lettin’ anyone else in because I was still in love with
you. That was the truth. I didn’t let her in. I said there hasn’t been anyone
else for me…” He stepped forward, forcing her to step back. “Also true.
Courtney and I shared a bed, but she never had my heart.” He grabbed Erika’s
free hand and held it against his chest. “You’ve always had that.”


A sob escaped her
lips as she thought about the man she loved sharing a bed with another woman.
“She’s in love with you. She told me so.”


He dropped his
head. “I sure as hell never intended for that to happen. But she knows how I
feel. She knows it’s you I want.”


An image of the
other woman’s gorgeous, tear-streaked face crept in to her head. “I don’t think
she’s ready to let you go.”


“It doesn’t matter
what she wants,” he said, lifting his hand to her face. “I care about what you
want.”


“I want you to
leave,” she said, surprised by how steady her voice sounded. A casual observer
would never know her heart was breaking. “Now.”


“I don’t believe
you,” he said, reaching for the zipper running the length of her hooded
sweatshirt.


She tried to push
him back, but trying to move him was like trying to topple a brick wall. “Get
your hands off me. You disgust me. You lie to my face and then expect me to
fall into bed with you and forget it ever happened?”


“I’m sorry,” he
said, clenching his hands at his side. “I should’ve told you Courtney and I had
sex.”


Would she have
wanted him to tell her or would she preferred to live with the bliss of
ignorance? She’d never asked him point blank if he’d had other lovers this past
year because she assumed he had and she didn’t want him to confirm her fear.
The fact that he implied he hadn’t, or had she just assumed he hadn’t…? She was
so confused.


Erika stepped
around him. Walking toward the window, she looked out at her neighbors’ neat
and tidy houses. They had the life she wanted. Spouses. Children. Knowing the
people who loved them would be there to greet them when they walked through the
door at night…


He came up behind
her, close enough to touch her, but his hands remained at his sides. “I’ve done
a lot of stupid things in my life,” he whispered. “Most of them involvin’ you,
but I can promise you I never, ever intended to hurt you.”


She brought her
fingertip up to the window, tracing a heart in the condensation on the cool
pane of glass. “Then why’d you lie to me?”


He drew a heart
beside hers, linking the two together. “I told a half-truth about the benefit.
The guy was embellizin’ money and I pulled out as soon as I found out about it.
I went to see you that afternoon, askin’ you to be a part of it instead. I
wanted an excuse to spend time with you. That seemed like the perfect way.”


She held her
breath, waiting for him to continue. She wanted to believe Courtney had
embellished the story to make Evan look bad, but she was afraid to hope for the
best. “Courtney said they fired the director who was stealing.”


“Yeah, they called
to tell me that after I’d already made those arrangements with you. They gave
me this sad story about how they were counting on us to come through for them.
They said they needed that money…” He braced his hand on the window frame
beside Erika. “Long story short, I donated a quarter mil of my own money.”


She gasped as she
spun around.


They were mere
inches apart. He set his other hand on the window frame beside her, caging her
in.


“You can’t be
serious. You donated $250,000 to that charity just so you could spend more time
with me?” She didn’t know if that was the most asinine thing she’d ever heard
or the most romantic.


“Yeah, I did,” he
said, leaning in to her. “Don’t you know by now money doesn’t mean a goddamn
thing to me? You do.”


Erika was torn
between loving him and wanting to run away from her feelings for him. They were
so intense, it was scary. She wanted to trust him, but knowing dozens of
Courtneys out there hoped to catch his eye made that difficult. She’d never
questioned his fidelity before, but knowing he’d been with another woman so
soon after they broke up…


“Did you have
feelings for her?” She wanted to let it go, but she couldn’t bring herself to
do it.


“Yeah.”


Her heart clenched
and she wished she could take the question back. “I see.”


“I liked
her. We were friends. That’s all I felt for her.”


Looking up in to
his eyes, she saw the truth and a love so real it erased her fears about their
future.


Tracing the
stubble on his cheek with her fingertip, she whispered, “I believe you.”


He closed his eyes
and turned in to her touch.


She could see the
relief etched on his face as the faint lines began to recede. “You should be in
St. Louis with Clint.”


“No, I should be
here with my fiancé.” He looked at the ring still clutched in her hand.
“Assumin’ I can still call you that?”


Her hand trembled
as she held the ring out to him.


He looked at her a
long time, obviously trying to determine whether she wanted him to take it back
or slide it on her finger. His eyes filled with tears as he took the ring and
slipped it into his pocket. “No one will ever love you the way I do. Just
remember that. I may have made mistakes this time around, but I did it for all
the right reasons. Last time, I was a selfish bastard. This time I was puttin’
you first.”


Her heart broke,
seeing him in so much pain, but finding the words to put his mind at ease was
difficult. No words could express how much she loved this man.


“Every damn thing
I did, I did because I loved you and I wanted to be the man who deserved your
love.”


She could see his
eyes were glossy in the moonlight filtering through the window, and she wanted
to end his misery more than anything. “Evan, I-”


“I just have one
more thing to say to you.” He clenched his jaw, obviously trying to rein in his
emotions. “You are the love of my life. We may decide to marry other people
someday. Maybe even have a couple of kids… but make no mistake, my heart will
always belong to you.”


“Evan, stop!” She
couldn’t control the tears anymore. “Please, I don’t…”


“I’m sorry,” he
said, pulling her into a fierce hug. “I don’t want to hurt you anymore. I’ll
go.”


“That’s what I’m
trying to tell you…” She sniffled, trying to pull herself together long enough
to get the words out. “I don’t want you to go.”


“What?”


“I’m saying I
forgive you… on one condition.”


“Anything,” he
said, closing his eyes. “Just tell me.”


“Will you forgive
me?”


“For what?” He
looked down at her. “You didn’t do anything. This was all on me, baby.”


“No,” she said,
flattening her palms against his chest. “It takes two people to make or break a
relationship, Ev. Letting you take the blame was easy, but I can’t do that
anymore. I could’ve done things differently, compromised, tried harder to
understand-”


He cut her off
with a kiss, pouring all of his fear and frustration into every caress until
they were both breathing heavy and reaching for each other’s clothing.


“Wait,” she said.


“Oh for the love
of God,” he moaned, resting his head on her shoulder. “What now?”


“I want my ring
back.”


He chuckled as he
reached into his pocket. “My pleasure.” His smile fell, his expression somber
as he slid it on her finger. “This is the second and last time. You’re never
takin’ it off again. Agreed?”


She sealed her
promise with a kiss before whispering, “You have my word.”
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Book Five –
Fast Track


Teacher and
part-time artist, Anna McCall, is sweet, shy, and reserved. Living in her
famous father’s shadow is exhausting, which is why she decides to get away from
it all for a while. She retreats to their family beach house for the summer,
intent on painting, reflecting, and regrouping after a messy break-up. She’s
revelling in the peace and tranquility until a famous race car driver moves in
next door intent on invading her sanctuary.


Justin Hunt has
one goal this summer, to forget the past year of his life ever happened and if
it takes a group of rowdy jocks, loud music, kegs of beer, and bikini-clad
women to help him forget, so be it. Too bad his new neighbor seems intent on spoiling
his fun by distracting him from his mission.


 


Book Six – Time
Out


Rancher, Nick
McCall, loves the simple life. Wide open spaces, clean country air, and sweet
down-home girls. But when his mother asks him to entertain their new house
guest, a TV personality with a penchant for bad boys, he’s wondering if it
might be time to add a little spice to his life.


Megan Moore moved
from Los Angeles to Nashville to accept a job on a country music network, but
she misses dating movie stars and riding around in limousines. She promises her
new agent, Avery McCall, she’ll stick it out for the remainder of her one year
contract, but she intends to be on the first plane back home a minute after her
contract expires.


Nick knows Megan’s
only in Nashville for a short time, but that doesn’t mean they can’t have a
good time.


 


Book Seven –
Face Value


Real estate
developer, Lauren McCall, needs a new contractor yesterday. Someone who’s good,
fast, and reliable, but her only option seems to be her friend’s deadbeat
ex-husband. According to her friend, he’s a skirt chasing, beer drinking, loser
who’d rather play pool than play with his kids, but desperate times call for
desperate measures, so Lauren gives him the job. She just hopes she doesn’t
live to regret it.


Tucker Brooks
knows his new boss doesn’t like him, and he doesn’t much care. He knows his
ex-wife will spew her venom to anyone who’ll listen, and if Lauren’s naïve
enough to believe everything she hears, so be it. He’s determined to show up
for work, get the job done, and avoid the boss lady as much as possible. If
only she’d stay the hell out of his dreams.


 


Book Eight –
Blown Away


Ava Cooper owns a
successful Internet dating site. Her life’s work is to connect people and hope
they’ll fall in love, but she isn’t looking for her soul mate. On the contrary,
she’s a busy professional with a full life. She has a great family, friends,
and a cute little dog who follows her wherever she goes. When she gets a
private message from a man who’s intrigued by her profile, she’s knows her
assistant, Tara, is to blame. She’s determined to help her boss find a man,
apparently against her will. Ava insists she isn’t interested, but if this guy
looks anything like his picture, he’s bound to be someone’s Mr. Right.


When architect,
Brent Armstrong’s, brother emailed him a link to a dating website, he thought
he was just giving him grief again, but when Ava`s picture appeared on his
screen, he couldn’t breathe. He knew that woman. For days he tried to get her
image out of his head, but when that didn’t work, he decided to swallow his
pride and send her a private message, hoping she`d remember him. When hours
turned into days, he had a choice to make. Should he let it go, or give her a
friendly reminder of the night she rocked his world?
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