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    To my youngest daughter Jordyn,

  


  Your strength and courage inspires me and so many others


  You are a warrior
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  Sweat trickled down her arm from wrist to elbow. Droplets of determination pooled on the rubber mat beneath her spin bike. Carrie Ann crouched lower, hovering over the handlebars, intensifying her focus. The nose of her saddle bumped against her inner thighs as she pedaled aggressively, cresting the top of her virtual hill. Her pace slowed, but she pushed through the discomfort. The burn in her glutes was no match for her steadfast determination to fit into the little red dress hanging in her closet.


  The music on her iPod switched tracks, cueing her cool down with Dance With Me Tonight by Olly Murs. She reached down giving the resistance knob three half turns loosening the tension on the pedals. Sitting back onto her cushioned seat, her stride coasted along with the beat slowing her heart rate.


  Carrie Ann lifted her hands to the ceiling working through a routine of stretches. She dismounted the bike and kicked her heel to her bum, closing her eyes as she deepened the stretch in her tight quad. Switching feet, Carrie Ann bobbled slightly and threw her arm out to the side for balance, accidentally whacking someone next her. Startled by the jolt, her eyes popped opened, staring at a teenage boy. His lips moved, but she couldn’t hear him over the bass of Rude Boy by Rihanna thumping in her ear.


  Her brows lifted inquisitively. Carrie Ann tugged the earbud free from her ear, tossing the handsome young man a small smile. “Sorry, I couldn’t hear you. What did you say?”


  He crossed a lanky somewhat defined arm in front of her, casually gripping the handlebar of her bike. “I said, you must be exhausted—” Before she could reply he continued, “—from running through my mind all day.”


  Surely she must’ve heard him incorrectly. He was probably fifteen at most sporting a baby face and a patch of ten whiskers on his chin. “Excuse me?”


  A dose of youthful overconfidence drifted over his mouth in a sharp grin. “I seem to have forgotten my number. Can I have yours?”


  “My phone number?” Carrie Ann scanned the near vicinity, row after row of workout equipment, for the practical jokester responsible for the madness. “Ha ha. Very funny. Who put you up to this?”


  Her amusement only encouraged the boy’s macho bravado. “No one put me up to anything. I need a date. I just got into LA and I’ve got this Red Carpet event—”


  “A date?” she scoffed at the ludicrous suggestion. Though she looked young for her age, Carrie Ann was still all of thirty-four years old.


  “Yeah, you know. A date. You, me, hundreds of fans screaming as we stroll down the Red Carpet.” His voice cracked emphasizing the words Red Carpet…for the second time. A self-absorbed twinkle gleamed in his brown eyes as if he expected her to melt and drop to her knees right there in the gym.


  “Kid, you’re barking up the wrong tree.”


  “I’m totally serious. My uncle has this movie premier and I can’t just bring anyone.” A chunk of blond hair fell on his forehead and he flipped his head to the side. My date needs to be…hot, and well, you’re the hottest girl I’ve seen since I got to LA.”


  She sneered at the absurdity. Silliness turned to annoyance. Carrie Ann switched gyms a few months back, paying out the nose to invest in her fitness and more importantly her privacy. Her last gym was more crowded than a cattle call casting session.


  Carrie Ann rolled her eyes. She moved around him, gathering her workout towel and reaching for her bag. “Look kid, you seem real sweet, but—”


  “You’re right about one thing.” A familiar voice, deep and perfectly modulated, approached from behind. “She is the most beautiful woman you’ll ever lay eyes on. But, you’re reaching for the stars with this one, Drew. She’s a heartbreaker.”


  An ice cold tickle ascended up her spine raising the hair on the back of her neck. Her head snapped, glancing over her shoulder, colliding with a pair of rich amber eyes from her past. Without breaking eye contact, Ryan Summer strolled right into her personal space sporting athletic shorts, a fitted muscle shirt and a killer smile.


  Nowadays, most people knew the Hollywood heartthrob as Ryan. Just Ryan. No last name needed. But after nearly a decade of blockbuster hits and infamous relationships that skyrocketed his success into superstardom, to Carrie Ann, he was still just Summer. Her old college flame.


  “Funny, I could say the same about you,” she countered his jab, marshaling a bit of annoyance in her tone to combat the rush of heat spreading to her already pink cheeks.


  A sexy smile caught the curve of his wide, firm mouth. “Hello, Red.”


  “Hello, Summer.” Carrie Ann tossed a trivial nod toward the teenager. “Who’s this? Your new apprentice?”


  “Apprentice?” Moving a step closer, he dragged his fingers through the short cropped layers of sandy blond hair. “This is Mark’s boy. Do you remember my nephew, Drew?”


  “Your brother’s boy?” she questioned in surprise. Avoiding the view of his bicep curling into the size of a softball, Carrie Ann ran a quick scan over the young man at his side. “Whoa, you had to be four or five years old the last time I saw you.”


  “I don’t remember meeting you.” Drew’s eyes flickered with bemusement and optimism.


  She extended her hand. “I’m Carrie Ann. I knew you when you were—”


  “You’re Carrie Ann? The Carrie Ann?” The boy spun toward his uncle, his blue eyes broadened in disbelief. “The One?”


  Her stomach twisted hearing the title. A flash of perspiration instantaneously flooded her palms. Before she had time to renege on the clammy greeting, Drew clasped her hand, giving it a polite shake.


  A low rumble of laughter simmered in Summer’s chest and a rosy shade of red burnished high on the bridge of his nose. He nodded, “This is The Carrie Ann. The One who got away.”


  No matter how many years had passed, it never got any easier to see him. Each time she did, she suddenly found it harder to breath.


  The pounding of her heart quickened as her gaze slipped over his rugged well-defined features. A three day scruff accentuated the slight dimple at the bottom of his chin. The disheveled layers of hair were wet from exertion near his temple and nape. Time had been very good to him.


  She felt the warmth of Summer’s hand close around the back of her bare arm. The early morning stubble of his beard brushed against her cheek as he leaned closer pressing a small kiss near her temple. Carrie Ann squirmed at his nearness, ducking to the side attempting to put some space between them.


  “I’m…I’m all sweaty,” she insisted breathily.


  “It’s okay,” he murmured softly in her ear. The heat of his breath brought chill bumps to the damp skin near her neck. “I remember enjoying you all sweaty.”


  Ryan’s golden eyes locked onto hers, anchoring her feet to the floor. The penetration of his stare momentarily tied her tongue in a knot, turning the awkward moment even more difficult. Carrie Ann hadn’t bumped into Ryan in at least three years and she hadn’t seen him covered in sweat in ten. An image of him, gloriously naked, flashed in her mind and her thighs. Frustration mounted as her body willingly betrayed her.


  Carrie Ann’s jaw set rigid contemplating the idea of flipping off her hooha for its insubordination.


  “That was a long time ago,” she snipped abruptly.


  “Seems like only yesterday to me.” His voice so faint the words were nearly inaudible.


  She returned her attention to Drew. “I’m sure I’m just one of many women who’ve made your uncle’s list.” Her tone came out a bit sharper than intended filling her with a strange pang of guilt.


  The boy, oblivious to her insolence, gave a doubtful shake of his head. “I don’t think so. He still—”


  “No matter how many years go by, Carrie Ann,” a rogue smile tipped the corner of Summer’s lip, “you’re still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.”


  Carrie Ann tossed him a sardonic one-shoulder shrug of appreciation for the compliment. A compliment she suspected he used on all of his old girlfriends. Desperate to change the direction of their conversation, she chided, “Drew was just showing off his greatest pick-up lines. Is that seriously the best you can teach him?”


  “Blame that on his dad, not me,” he joked.


  Her eyes scanned beyond rows of sports equipment toward the exit, mentally visualizing walking out the front door, before settling her gaze back on Ryan’s handsome face.


  “And you know I don’t need pick-up lines to impress a woman.”


  He stood a mere twelve inches from her, filling her breath with traces of clean heated male skin. A scent that was all too familiar. The thumping of her heart impeded the movement of her feet. Another bolt of awareness struck low in the pit of her stomach watching his grin turn full detecting her discomfiture.


  The cocky smirk spreading over his face was damn near like striking a match to kindling doused in gasoline. Dangerous. Especially if you stood too close.


  “Yeah, I remember. All you had to do was flash a football jersey at women to get them into bed. I’m sure you get much further with an Oscar.” She dished out another jab before rationalization kicked in. It took less than five minutes for her ex to burrow under her skin like a sliver. Why the hell do I let him get to me like this?


  The smile chased away from his face. Replaced with sort of deep contemplative sadness. His gaze drifted to her ponytail. As if in a trance, Ryan reached out and looped a piece of her silky dark hair through his fingers. “Your hair’s getting long. You growing it out?”


  It was getting awkward.


  It always did.


  Every time they bumped into each other she felt like he wanted to pick up the pieces of their relationship right where they left off.


  “Yep, I’m growing it out. Women do that occasionally. I should get going. Good luck finding a date, Drew.” Hiking the strap of her gym bag over her shoulder, she forced a subtle smile looking at Ryan. “And please, for the sake of all women in LA, teach him some better material. Maybe even go the extra mile and teach him the proper way to ask a girl out. You know…flowers, movies, maybe even go as far as making sure the woman is born in the same decade.”


  “I’ll be sure and do that.” His smile warmed, heating the color of his eyes to smooth cognac beneath the thick rim of dark lashes.


  Carrie Ann didn’t bother wasting time changing out of her cycling shoes or stopping at the ladies locker room. The sound of her hurried steps drowned out the pounding of her heart as she made a beeline past the front door toward the parking lot.


  Slipping into the solitude of her car, she gripped the steering wheel with both hands. Attempting to rid herself of the onslaught of emotions rising to the surface, Carrie Ann closed her eyes and drew a breath of air through her nose. Slowly, she filled her lungs to full capacity, and held, before letting it go between pursed lips.


  Her head fell back against the beige, leather headrest. Every time she saw him, their goodbyes always seemed unfinished, the air always felt heavier, and the pain in her heart always tore a little deeper.


  Carrie Ann and Summer met her third year of college at a party following a football game. Sparks flew the first time they laid eyes on each other. He was smart, gorgeous, funny and cocky as hell. None of which could be measured on a small scope. Summer wasn’t the egotistical, narcissistic, big-headed kind of cocky that came strapped to the majority of football players she knew. Summer bore the kind of cockiness a man possesses when he holds enough self-assurance for that of a dozen men. Nothing was out of his reach. Not even Carrie Ann Lowell.


  Carrie Ann grew up with the proverbial silver spoon in her mouth, or as she liked to refer to it as the silver shovel crammed down her throat. Her father was a renowned LA attorney. He cut his teeth and his sheets defending the rich and famous. Her mother died of a rare heart condition when she was only eight years old. After surviving three stepmothers from hell, or gold diggers as she preferred to call them, Carrie Ann vowed never to settle down until after college. More specifically, she swore she’d never step into a serious relationship until she was at least thirty years old.


  Thirty was the golden number. The line she drew in the sand. That was, until she met football star, Ryan Summer.


  Summer was USC’s most beloved quarterback. A football hero and rumored to be the overwhelming favorite for the Heisman Trophy, until a knee injury crippled his career. They dated for nearly two years. He was the love of her life…until he broke her fucking heart.


  After their break up, Carrie Ann turned to charity work, directing her focus to the Have a Heart Foundation in honor of her mother. Fate interceded late one afternoon when she and her best friend, Shayla, were chilling out on the terrace of Shayla’s uncle, legendary actor Tommy Clemmins’ cliff side mansion. They were enjoying a bottle of wine, brainstorming new ways to bring awareness to the foundation, while watching the rare site of whales breaching off the Malibu coastline. After two glasses of cabernet, she became easily distracted by the surfers coming in from their afternoon set. Her binoculars zoomed in on the towel-clad hard bodies as they undressed on the beach. Her feet were propped up on the wrought iron table waggling back and forth taking in the show when she scoffed sardonically, “Maybe I should just have some hotties pose naked for a calendar. That would raise money for the HAH Foundation.”


  “You definitely should,” Shayla joked with a clink of their wine glasses.


  “Seriously!” Carrie Ann nodded hotly, bolting to her feet, the wheels in her head spinning at full throttle. “I should create a calendar with LA’s finest eye candy.”


  “I’d buy it.”


  “Do you think Tommy would do it?”


  “You just ruined the yummy visual I had going.” Shayla cast a deplorable eye roll. Her uncle was voted sexiest man alive by People magazine. “You’re not really going to ask me to ask my uncle to strip naked for a calendar?”


  “No, of course not. I’ll ask him.”


  And just like that, the Have a Heart ~ Bare Your Soul campaign sprang to life. Ultimately, Tommy Clemmins turned down the offer to bare it all, but gladly offered a long list of people who would. What started as a calendar filled with celebrities posing nude, with the exception of a red heart shaped pillow covering their private parts, rapidly turned into a nationwide phenomenon.


  After a few years of very impressive, not to mention record breaking, source of revenue, the heart logo adorned everything from boxers to pro sport uniforms, including the recent addition of its very own brand of lingerie targeting women over the age of forty. The Bare Your Soul campaign sparked new life into the HAH Foundation, raising tens of millions of dollars and awareness for heart disease.


  Carrie Ann’s career flourished, shining brighter than she could’ve ever imagined in her wildest dreams. And so did Summer’s. Eight months after their breakup, while attending a New York fashion show with his then would-be girlfriend, Summer took to the catwalk on a dare. He half strutted, half staggered, down the runway in scant white briefs and a plush floor length white fur robe. Hitting home on all points, he carried a football in one hand and a rock glass in the other with the neck of a whiskey bottle protruding from his pocket.


  Bam!


  The salacious move earned him the cover of a dozen magazines and instant fame. A few months later he signed his first movie role. The sci-fi action flick turned into a trilogy and his career skyrocketed. Ryan was a natural. He toppled the silver screen for nearly a decade and, at one point, three of the top six box-offices branded his name.


  Thirty came and went. Men came and went. But, the lasting image of their breakup left more than a profound rift in her heart. It crushed her. She never got over it. She never got over him. He’d tried to contact her a few times over the years, but she didn’t believe in second chances.


  Not even for him.


  No matter how much it hurt.


  Sitting in her car outside the gym, Carrie Ann ripped the elastic band from her hair and shoved her trembling fingers through her long dark mane. Her nose and lips burned as unshed tears blurred her vision.


  Crying over ex-lovers was for pussies.


  And Carrie Ann Lowell was no pussy.


  Anger and irritation forged its way to the forefront throttling the memories that threatened to rise to the surface. She kicked out of her cycle shoes and tossed them into her gym bag, opting to drive home barefoot. It took minutes for her pulse to settle into its normal rhythm as she headed for home along Highway 1.


  The ring of her cell phone streamed through the speakers of her Cadillac CTS-V. Seeing her best friends name flash across the dash, brought relief to her scattered thoughts. Carrie Ann pressed the call button on steering wheel. “Hey, Shayla. What’s going on? Please tell me you’re here?”


  “Hi, chica! We just got in. We’re unpacked and ready to hit the beach. Are you home?”


  “Actually, I just left the gym and I’m one exit away from you. Let me stop at home—”


  “Just swing by on your way home. The boys are dying to see you. Unless you want to go home, grab your swimsuit and spend the day with us at the beach?”


  “Can’t,” she said regretfully. “I really wish I could, but I’ve got to get the final headcount approved by the Bare Your Soul committee for the Bachelor/Bachelorette Auction. I’ll stop by, but I only have an hour.”


  Carrie Ann heard Shayla’s twins in the background. “Who’s coming over?”


  “Aunt Carrie Ann will be here in a few minutes,” Shayla boasted.


  Shrieks of excitement filled the quiet interior of her car bringing a big smile to her face.


  “Go watch out the window so you can enter the gate code when she gets here.”


  
    Chapter Two
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  Massive black wrought iron gates parted as Carrie Ann pulled into Tommy Clemmins’ driveway. Shayla sold her home in Malibu and moved to Las Vegas after marrying her husband, John Mathews. She visited Malibu often, spending the holidays and summer months at her uncle’s estate, nestled into the rocky cliff side.


  Richard and Thomas greeted her with toothless smiles when she got out of her car. Carrie Ann wasn’t their aunt by blood, but it didn’t matter. Being Shayla’s best friend for fourteen years gave her the eternal aunt-privileges.


  “What’s up boys?”


  “Nothin’.” they announced simultaneously, throwing their hands on their hips, elbow to elbow, as if making a blockade for her to pass.


  She clasped her fingers around her hip bones. “You’re gonna make me go through this again?”


  Their hazel eyes twinkled mischievously, saying in unison, “Yep!”


  Carrie Ann gave the identical boys an exaggerated eye roll. “Alright. Let’s see if I can get it right this time.”


  “You’re never gonna get it right.” One of them held a Mason jar turned into a make-shift piggy bank. He gave it a shake making the coins jingle.


  “I’ve got a fifty-fifty chance.”


  “Choose wisely or you shall not pass.”


  “Oh my gosh. Okay.” Her body shook with laughter wondering what movie they were quoting. Getting into character, she narrowed her gaze hunching forward to inspect their identical features. “Freckles? Check. Big round hazel eyes? Check. The tooth fairy informed me that Richard lost another tooth.”


  The boys smiled wide, orneriness flickered in their eyes. Each hooked the corners of their lips with their index fingers stretching their mouths open as far as possible. Both were missing the exact same three teeth.


  “I bet one of you yanked out a tooth while driving here from Las Vegas just to make a buck off me.” She received a round of giggles and another shake of the jar. Carrie Ann pointed to the boy on the left. “Okay, I think you’re Thomas.”


  Judging by the obnoxious grin of victory gleaming in their eyes, she was going to have to ante up.


  “Ha! Fooled you again, Aunt Carrie Ann!”


  She ruffled her fingers through two heads of blond layers, placing smooches to the twin’s foreheads. Digging into her wallet, she asked, “What’s it gonna cost me this—”


  “Five bucks,” rolled off Richard’s tongue before she could even finish her sentence.


  “Five bucks?!”


  “Infation, Aunt Carrie Ann.” The L lost to the missing gap of Thomas’s two front teeth.


  “You’re trippin’ kid! How ’bout two bucks? And you can make the difference later if I accidentally say a bad word.”


  The boys looked at each and shrugged. “Deal.”


  She folded the bills and shoved them through the slot cut into the lid. Richard and Thomas hugged her around the waist before taking off in a gallop, trotting past their mom standing in the doorway.


  Shayla leaned against the opening as the hem of her summer dress danced in the breeze.


  “I had to pay homage to the Mason jar.”


  “I was watching through the window,” Shayla chuckled, giving her a welcoming squeeze. “Yesterday it was a tarantula cage…today it’s a vault for all their loot.”


  “What happened to the tarantula?” Carrie Ann’s eyes fell to floor beneath her bare feet, making a quick but thorough inspection of the tile.


  Shayla frowned. “Casualty of war. It accidentally crawled under my tire.”


  “You ran over their tarantula?” Her bottom lip protruded. “That had to be awful.”


  “It was terrible, but they’re okay now. Optimus received a beautiful departing ceremony in the backyard.”


  “You are going to have your hands full in a few years. Those two boys are too adorable for their own good.”


  Linking arms at the elbow, they made their way inside, joining Shayla’s uncle Tommy and his daughter, JC at the kitchen counter. JC’s husband Reed was in the middle of talking, but all discussion came to halt, leaving Carrie Ann to assume perhaps she was intruding on an important conversation.


  “Am I interrupting?” She questioned, cutting off the awkwardness.


  Tommy greeted her with a warm, uncle-like embrace. “No, of course not. Come on in.”


  JC nodded, slipping a strand of her long caramel hair over her shoulder. Struggling to keep her expression neutral, she chimed, “We were just talking about how excited we are about attending the premier. Weren’t we?”


  “Yes ma’am,” Reed agreed sweetly. His Texan accent, muscular build, and ice blue eyes were warm enough to make every woman in a five mile radius swoon. A crimson glow burnished over the bridge of Reed’s nose.


  Unable to shake the feeling she’d stumbled right into the middle of something, she wondered what could make a man like Reed blush. She observed the couple share a small timid smile. Carrie Ann’s brows lifted to a doubtful point.


  “Sounds exciting.” Carrie Ann snickered.


  “It is exciting. You’re going to have a great time.”


  “Me?” A jolt of anxiety rushed through her.


  “Yeah, you.” Tommy’s dark brown eyes twinkled impishly, locking on Carrie Ann, making it impossible for her to look away.


  “No, no, no. I’m not going to the premier.”


  “Sure you are.” Tommy’s lips remained pressed together as a convincing grin broadened across his face. Carrie Ann knew he was saving the full flash of pearly whites in case he needed to pull out all the stops. After a few beats his lips parted exposing a dazzling gorgeous smile. One that could melt any woman of any age for any reason. “Now, Carrie Ann, how long have you known me?”


  “A long time, Tommy—” She cast a small vexing eye roll to the side. “—but that has nothing to do with it.”


  “Sure it does. You’re going to attend the premier to support your favorite uncle. And as an added perk you’re going to take the opportunity to invite some last-minute heavy hitters with deep pockets to your Bachelor/Bachelorette Auction next weekend.”


  This struck a chord. He knew damn well it would. Fuck! Fuckity-fuck! She folded her arms on the counter and dropped her forehead, hiding her face. A low groan of disapproval crooned in her throat.


  “Oh come on, Carrie Ann. It’s not that bad.”


  “It is that bad, Tommy.” She lifted her head meeting him with a hard glare. “I ran into him this morning at the gym. If I go to the premier Summer’s going to think—”


  “You and Ryan had a thing?” JC interjected, eyes wide drooling with curiosity.


  Carrie Ann massaged her temples as if ridding an oncoming migraine. “Yes. We dated for a couple of years, but it was a long time ago.”


  “Really?” JC’s voice rang in astonishment.


  “Ryan? Is that the hot guy with the wolf eyes in Tommy’s new movie?” Reed asked, curling his fingers into quotation marks when he used the word hot.


  Shayla’s uncle recently made the transition from gracing audiences in front of the lens to stepping behind it, taking on the role of producer. Tommy met Summer when he attended college with Carrie Ann and Shayla. The three of them were inseparable. It seemed an easy match when Tommy collaborated with Ryan when producing his first film. The movie was set to premier in a few days, but rumors already swirled with talk of Oscars for the producer and cast.


  “Yes, that’s him.” JC laughed out loud.


  Carrie Ann and Shayla cut a sharp glance at JC.


  “What?” JC shrugged innocently. “He’s handsome.”


  A ping of jealously stabbed at Carrie Ann’s heart wondering if there was a possibility JC had been one of Ryan’s many lovers. Prior to her marriage to Reed, the gorgeous blond had been in the modeling circuit for years and was well-known for a string of somewhat scandalous outings with men from around the world.


  Carrie Ann watched as Reed coolly curled his fingers around JC’s hips drawing her back into his chest. Brushing his lips along her neck, he took a gentle bite of her lobe privately querying in her ear.


  JC’s jade eyes widened and her lip curled in revulsion. She answered her husband’s mute concerns with a quick shake of her head, “Ewww. No. Noooo. Definitely not.”


  Carrie Ann expounded, unloading the breath she’d been holding. The relief-filled exhale captured Shayla’s attention, causing her to raise a quizzical brow.


  “What?” Carrie Ann cleared her throat, automatically going on the defense. A habit she seemed unable to shake over the years. “He’s not ewww. It’s not like he’s a bad guy.”


  A snicker of doubt escaped JC’s lips right before she sealed them tight.


  “Tommy,” Shayla interjected. “Would you like to take this opportunity to explain to Carrie Ann why JC thinks Ryan is…Ewww?”


  A deep resounding chuckle sifted through the kitchen. “Umm, no, Shayla—“he drew out her name in protest “—not particularly.”


  “Tommy…” Shayla encouraged with several bats of her lashes.


  He palmed the granite counter, spreading fingers wide as if using the hard surface for moral support. “There’s the slight possibility I might’ve fibbed a little.”


  “Fibbed?”


  “Just a small harmless lie.” He fumbled through the words, mindlessly spinning a ring on his finger.


  Tommy’s wife, Tess, strolled into the kitchen. Her dark shoulder length mane was pulled back into a ponytail, wearing not a stitch of makeup and still looking absolutely gorgeous.


  “I thought I heard your voice,” Tess announced in a sing-song voice, embracing Carrie Ann.


  “Shhh,” JC exclaimed, placing an index finger to her lips. “Tom’s about ready to get into some hot water for lying.”


  Tess wrapped her arm around her husband’s waist giving a look of mock-disbelief. “You? Get in trouble? Never.”


  Shayla interceded, “Tommy was just getting ready to come clean to JC about Ryan.”


  “Ahh…the reckoning. I knew this would come to light one day.” Tess gave a sinister snicker. “By all means, please carry on.”


  “I didn’t really lie, per say. I simply told a small story.” He paused to clarify, “Reed, this was before you and JC met. We were all together at a party in Italy. Production on the film had just launched, so I invited Ryan to join us. That’s when I encountered my first case of OPFS.”


  Noticing Carrie Ann’s confusion, JC explained, “Over Protective Father Syndrome. He had a bad case of it.”


  “Oh, gotcha.”


  “The last thing I needed or wanted was Ryan near my daughters.”


  “Or any other man.” Tess teased.


  “So…I took the liberty of implying that Ryan was into some not so reputable things.”


  Carrie Ann wasn’t sure who looked more shocked, her or JC. Both let out a little gasp when their mouths dropped open.


  “It wasn’t a big deal.” Tommy wafted his hand in JC’s direction. “I simply used it as a little deterrent for the girls to stay as far away as possible from him.”


  “You said, and I quote, ‘He’s into some really freaky shit!’” JC reminded.


  A huge grin of appreciation broadened over Reed’s face. Resting his cheek atop his wife’s shoulder, he gazed over her profile as one of his large hands lulled over her stomach. “I’m forever indebted to you, Tommy.”


  “I soooo would not have dated him,” JC assured Reed with a kiss. Simultaneous snickers ricocheted around the kitchen like popcorn kernels in a hot pan. “Okay, well maybe, but he really wasn’t my type.”


  “Not anymore.” Reed boomed, reaching for her hand and starting for the sliding glass door. “I’m all the type you need.”


  Carrie Ann stood there, melting into a puddle of mush, watching the ridiculously happy couple wave goodbye and mosey out the back door heading for home. It wasn’t far. They only lived next door. The notion that they would probably be in bed in a matter of minutes brought on a deep-seeded feeling of loneliness.


  “I need to get laid.” Carrie Ann muttered under her breath, but unfortunately still loud enough for everyone else to hear.


  Tommy and Tess’s mouths bowed south in sympathy.


  “Sorry. Probably too much information.”


  “And on that note I’m outta here.” Tom wrapped Carrie Ann in a bear-like-uncle hug. “I expect to see you at the premier. I’ll make arrangements for two VIP passes that way you can bring a date.”


  “Fine. Whatever. I’ll go.” Her head bobbled back and forth objectionably. “No need to worry about the extra VIP pass. I’ll be flying solo.”


  “I’ll send two in case you decide to bring someone from the HAH Foundation. Either way, you’ll be sitting with us.”


  Shayla clapped her hands together in in three rapid successions. “Yay! I’m so glad you’re coming.”


  Tess clutched an arm around Carrie Ann’s shoulder in a motherly fashion. “You’re not seeing anyone?”


  “No, not really.” She hem-hawed curling her lip. “Jason, the realtor I used to lease the mansion for the auction, is definitely interested.”


  “I take it you’re still not interested?” Relief molded over Shayla’s petite features. She’d previously expressed concerns with Jason, a mysterious flaw of some sort that she’d been unable to put her finger on.


  “Not really. I got no spark. Nada! Not a one. Jason’s a great realtor. He totally hooked me up with this amazing house in the Pacific Palisades. He’s handsome and charming. Plus, he’s going to show me some properties while I’m on vacation next week. He thinks he can find me a house for less than what I’m renting, but that’s where it ends for me. I mean, let’s face the facts, my father introduced us and keeps hinting around insisting that he’s the perfect man. Whatever the hell that means. That in itself is enough to scare any woman into near celibacy. Love and happiness aren’t exactly on my dad’s list of relationship requirements. Everything revolves around worth.”


  Shayla agreed, “I’m sure he has a hidden agenda there somewhere.”


  “Hmm,” Tess chimed, tapping an index finger to her chin. “I’ll have to give it some thought. Maybe I can think of a good guy to fix you up with.”


  “Isn’t it terrible? We actually have to wrack our brains to conjure up a good man. Like it’s this huge unattainable task for single women.” Carrie Ann added glumly, “The best date I’ve had in years comes with batteries. Mr. Fucking Perfect is at home taking a nap in my underwear drawer.” All of them laughed. “Speaking of home, I’ve got to get going.”


  “It’s great seeing you, Carrie Ann. I’ll see if I can come up with a few dating options for you that don’t include batteries,” Tess jeered. “See you at the premier.”


  Carrie Ann and Shayla strolled toward the front door. “Lunch tomorrow for your birthday? Or I can leave the boys with Nana and Papa tomorrow night and we can go out for dinner and a glass of wine? Your choice.”


  “I get the keys to the mansion tomorrow, so I’m slammed with meetings all day, but dinner and wine sound heavenly.”
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  The next morning, Carrie Ann backed out of her driveway before the crack of dawn to hit the gym. She considered skipping her morning workout fearing she’d run into Summer again, but she needed the extra energy to get through her busy schedule. The Bachelor/Bachelorette Auction was a colossal event. It required acute organization and constant attention to detail.


  Entering the gym, her eyes were on keen alert, darting through the free weight section, hoping not to see any signs of Summer. After an hour of pummeling herself on the elliptical and spin bike, she headed for home, grateful she hadn’t run into him.


  Buzz buzz buzz


  A reminder alarm jingled her phone at five minutes to nine, pulling into the private compound. Carrie Ann circled around a massive limestone fountain in the center of the drive. Her assistant, Sara, waited beneath the colossal portico made of rustic wooden beams. She wore her chestnut hair pulled back in a posh ponytail, giving the added element of sophistication to her grey slim-fitting skirt and sleeveless cream-colored blouse.


  Stepping from the car, the scent of the ocean carried along a breeze from the canyon below. Carrie Ann glanced downward, smoothing the creases from her graphite pencil skirt and white camisole. Their California boardroom business attire matched exactly, all the way down to their open-toe three inch heels. She pointed to the long layers of espresso hair framing her face. “I’m glad I wore my hair down today. We look like twins. Maybe we should start calling each other in the morning.”


  “Yeah, except you fill yours out so much better than I do.” Sara frowned, cupping her petite breasts.


  Carrie Ann tossed Sara an apologetic pout in return. She’d been naturally blessed with voluptuous D cups and complementing full hips.


  Sara jingled the keys in her hand. “Morning.”


  “Thanks for stopping by Jason’s office to pick up the keys.”


  “No problem.” A discrete grin flourished beneath the dark lenses of her glasses. “I think he was hoping you’d be the one picking up the keys.”


  She only smiled in return. Sara had worked diligently for Carrie Ann for over two years and boasted a host of many redeeming qualities. She was remarkably organized, could juggle a range of tasks, and had the ability to stick to tight deadlines. But what she treasured most about Sara was her reserved personality and uncanny instinct of knowing precisely when to speak up and when to keep quiet.


  “Let’s get inside and go over today’s line-up.”


  “Our first meeting is at nine thirty, so we have plenty of time to walk the property.”


  The sound of their heels clipped along the Versailles patterned travertine as they strolled through the twelve thousand square foot Spanish-style manse. Event Bible in hand, Sara took pics and notes on her iPad, jotting down any and all things pertaining to the event.


  Quickly making their way through the hacienda, they concentrated on the outdoor entertainment space where the auction would take place. Large planters scattered throughout the pavilion. Each teemed with blueish-green agave and flowering lavender, snuggled to the trunks of the mature oak and pepper trees.


  “Let’s make sure the trees get wrapped with extra lighting.” Carrie Ann waved a hand, noting the surrounding gardens manicured to perfection. “It’ll add touches of elegance and oodles of charm, plus draw your eye away from the tent.”


  Passing beneath a large romantic archway, Sara halted her rush pausing to take in the gorgeous view of the Pacific. “This place seems very familiar. I think I’ve seen this house somewhere before.”


  “I’m sure you have. They’ve filmed several reality shows here.”


  “Really? This place is perfect.”


  “When Jason first mentioned the possibility of using the Pacific Hills Villa, I totally dismissed hosting the auction here.”


  “Why?”


  “I didn’t think it would be a big enough venue. It took some convincing, but it turned out to be the ideal location. Plus when the owner realized it was for the HAH, she offered it to us at no cost. A donation of sorts. I couldn’t turn it down.”


  “I can tell you that it was refreshing not to have to jump through hoops in order to get the correct permits. This place comes with plenty of parking and His and Hers restrooms.”


  “It’s the little things that make you happy,” Carrie Ann chuckled. “Jason did an amazing job finding this place.”


  Sara snapped her fingers in recollection. “Hey, this is where they film Still Single!”


  Carrie Ann grew up surrounded by fame and fortune of Hollywood leaving her numb to its effects. However, Sara was somewhat of a newbie to California and reveled in the glitz and glam.


  “Would you mind taking a picture of me with the house in the background?” Giddy excitement sweetened her tone.


  Noticing the pink tinge dusted her cheeks, Carrie Ann asked on a whim, “I’ve got an extra VIP pass for the movie premier Saturday night. Would you like to go with me? We’ll have to work it a little, but…”


  “This Saturday?” Her entire body slumped in disappointment. “Oh man. I can’t believe I have to turn you down, but I have a date Saturday night.”


  “You could always cancel. Or change the date.”


  “You don’t understand.” Sara shook her head. A timid grin crept over her petite features. “As much as I’d love to stroll down the red carpet with you, Carrie Ann, I need this date. I even bought a new pink nighty.”


  “Ahh, I totally understand.” A quick round of pings tap danced a circle around her lower belly at the mere thought of new-sex jitters. “Believe me, I’d rather be in your position.”


  Sara snickered pressing her palms together in a pleading fashion. “Amen. I’m praying for a few good positions.”


  Both women laughed as she snapped a photo of Sara posing in front of the infamous Rose Courtyard. They moseyed to the far edge of the outdoor pavilion, soaking up the California sunshine before the hectic agenda broke loose.


  “I’ve been watching the weather reports. Hopefully the storm moving up from the gulf holds out until after the auction, but if not the party planners will provide dropdown walls, heaters, whatever we need. They’re bringing a van full of their finest examples.”


  Tilting her face skyward, Carrie Ann closed her eyes to the brightness. She prayed the weather held off. Not for the sake of the party, but for the sake of her sanity. Stormy nights always brought back the horrible memory of the night her mother died. She could deal with the rain and strong winds. She could even tolerate the grumbles of thunder in the distance. But she hated the lightening. The deafening cracks snapping through the night sky still wielded a brutal assault on her emotions. A sickening feeling of total loss and heartache that made her stomach turn.


  “I’m still not happy about using the tents,” she complained. Her tenacity outweighing reason.


  “The canopy?”


  “They can attempt to dress it up all they want by using the word canopy, but it’s still a damn tent. It’s half the size of a football field! I’ve been envisioning this event for a year and not one time did I conjure up a beautiful image of a tent.”


  “It’s not that bad, Carrie Ann. By the time we bring in the stage, dance floor, and all the tables dressed with candles and beautiful flowers, the staleness will disappear. If it rains—”


  “I’ve put in an order to the weather gods.” A firm business-like voice carried over the expansive travertine. “They’ve promised to hold off on the deluge until after the auction.”


  Jason appeared from the shadows of the open doorway. He ambled toward them wearing a light grey suit, crisp white shirt and patterned navy blue tie. Dark sunglasses concealed his sapphire eyes, but a wide smile stretched across his lips, drawing a discreet sigh of appreciation from Sara.


  “I’m going to need all the weather-prayers I can get.” Carrie Ann grinned extending a hand.


  “Nah, you’ll pull it off.” Jason clasped her hand in both of his. “What do you think of the estate?”


  Sweeping a dithering glance from one side of the property to the other, Carrie Ann shrugged in a ho-hum sort of way. Her smile ultimately giving away her approval. “It’s amazing. I can’t thank you enough for the recommendation.”


  Sara nodded in agreement. The growing shade of pink deepened further across the apples of her cheeks. Carrie Ann immediately noticed a shift in her assistant’s body language the moment Jason approached.


  “You’re welcome and I’m glad you finally came to your senses. It took some convincing, but I think you made a wise choice.”


  The pleasant sound of mission bells rang through the hidden outdoor sound system.


  “That must be the party planners,” Sara announced, glimpsing at her watch. “I’ll go let them in.”


  The trio started for the house. Reaching the backdoor, Sara stepped inside, but Jason paused at the threshold, casually guiding Carrie Ann off to the side. “I was wondering if you’d like to get a drink later. Early celebration?”


  “Can I get a rain check?” Straightaway, she realized her mistake in word choice as a look of optimism flicked the edge of his mouth. “No pun intended,” she added glancing at the heavens above, hoping to pull off her slip as an intentional joke.


  “I should’ve guessed you’d already have a date for the evening.” He was fishing…cautiously. “A smart, beautiful woman—”


  She cut him off before smooth charm turned to overkill. “Actually, today is my birthday. My best friend, Shayla, is in town, so we’re having dinner.”


  “Ah, happy birthday.”


  Foregoing a hand shake, he opted for a brief, but full-frontal embrace. His gaze landed on her cleavage for a full three seconds before releasing her from his arms. A male reaction she’d grown accustomed to since she turned sixteen. Lucky for Jason it was a harmless peek, otherwise he would’ve found the heel of her flirty Kate Spade piercing painfully into his toe.


  “Thanks.” Voices coming from the grand foyer seized her attention. “I need to get going.”


  “Maybe we can squeeze lunch in before the auction?”


  “Let me check my schedule.” She settled for a noncommittal response.


  Carrie Ann enjoyed Jason’s company. He exuded intelligence, good looks, and an impressive portfolio. However, she didn’t want to give him false hope. Nor did she want to seem rude.


  As the day went on, excitement gathered momentum. Carrie Ann met with party planners, caterers, a florist, and musicians, nailing down each option with clear, concise decisions. Making the long drive home through rush hour traffic, exhaustion began to set in. Watching the sun dip low in the sky on it’s descent toward the Pacific, she pushed out her worries and concerns. Only nine days remained until the auction, and that meant vacation beckoned in ten. She intended to leave her lists and laptop behind, collapsing in bed for a few days before indulging in two full weeks of solitude. A little rest and relaxation was exactly what she needed before the mayhem of the HAH Bare Your Soul Calendar preparations began.


  Carrie Ann considered skipping dinner with Shayla and heading straight for a glass of wine and her pillow. However, they hadn’t enjoyed a girls-only night in a long time and she couldn’t wait to catch up.


  Gaining her second wind, she hurried to the door hearing a knock. Not bothering to look out the peephole, Carrie Ann grinned yanking open the door. “I am so ready for a night—”


  Her words drifted off and the smile chased away from her lips, coming face to face with a young man wearing khakis and a red shirt. He cradled a lavish bouquet of long stem red roses, accented with white tulips and stephanotis, tied with a delicate strand of taffeta ribbon.


  Her heart stopped.


  “I have a delivery for Ms. Lowell.”


  Old feelings bowled through her stomach, catching her off guard. The pain ripping through her heart nearly dropped her to her knees.


  “That would be me,” she croaked.


  The deliveryman held out the arrangement expecting her take it, but her legs turned to jelly and she staggered backward into the house. Her hands remained locked at her sides, refusing to touch the flowers.


  He followed inside asking, “Where would you like me to put them?”


  She swallowed hard over the sullen lump of despondency growing in her throat.


  Unable to respond, she merely stood there gripping the back of her sofa, watching as he hastily placed the flowers on the end table. He uttered something, a company jingle of sorts, rushing out the door, but she couldn’t summon one word in return.


  The sweet fragrance, full and overpowering, invaded her senses like the memories flashing through her head. Chill bumps covered every inch of her body.


  Shayla knew better than to send roses, especially on her birthday, so did, Sara. Even her father would never cross that line.


  Carrie Ann ripped the card from the clear prongs. Her fingers trembled as she opened the small envelope.


  I’m teaching Drew how to ask a woman out on a date…Properly


  I miss you, Red


  Have dinner with me


  Happy birthday


  Summer


  Her chin quivered as the gash in her heart tore a little deeper, stealing the air from her lungs. Tears caught at the rim of her lashes as a hot wave of shame, unexpected and unwanted, washed over her. Tremors wracked her body, staring at the blur of red laid atop the dark wooden table.


  Carrie Ann’s knees buckled and she sank to the sofa. Painful heartache she’d swept into the far frayed edges of her heart spilled down her cheeks.


  She didn’t know how long she sat, crumpled in a ball weeping, staring at the bouquet before hearing another knock at the door. Moving to her feet in a daze, she gaped out the peephole. It didn’t do any good, she couldn’t see through the blur of wetness.


  “Who is it?”


  “It’s me! Open up birthday girl!” Shayla chimed cheerfully.


  Unable to think clearly, Carrie Ann turned the knob without even bothering to check her appearance.


  “Oh my God, what’s wrong?” Shayla dropped her purse to the floor, grabbing her by the shoulders taking close inspection.


  Carrie Ann shook her head back and forth, palming her face to wipe away the onslaught of tears. She tried to speak, but nothing came out, only shaky sniffles and huffs of air, as she attempted to catch her breath.


  “What is it?” Worry saturated Shayla’s tone.


  Carrie Ann made another pass at her tear streaked cheeks, waiting for her voice to return. Years of guilt and sorrow began to unravel, mixing hazardously with a dose of fury.


  Looking down at the card crumpled between her fingers, she motioned wildly toward the roses shoving the card toward Shayla. “Fucking, Summer.”


  “Oh.” Shayla’s eyes widened in shock and then instantly tapered into a cringe. “Oh shit.”


  Carrie Ann nodded in agreement. Out of all the years they’d been friends, she’d only cried in front of Shayla once. She couldn’t hold back anymore. Her face contorted and her body quaked as she eased forward, wrapped her arms around Shayla’s waist, holding to her like a lifeline.


  “Aww. Come here.”


  “And it’s today, Shay. Of all the fucking days he could do this shit me?” She struggled to keep the hurt out of her voice.


  Shayla swayed back and forth, soothing her breakdown as if she were a small child. Her arms, heavy and encumbered, dropped to her sides in defeat.


  After a moment of comforting, she said softly, “Carrie Ann, he doesn’t know.”


  “I…know… but it had to be…roses? On my birthday?” Words came in fits, sucking deep breaths of air through her open mouth.


  “I’m so sorry.” Shayla led her to the living room, tossing a few colorful pillows to the corner of the modern cube-like white sofa, encouraging Carrie Ann to sit. “He would never do this to you on purpose.”


  Dropping her head back, she released an anxiety filled huff of air. The coolness of the leather brought relief to her heated skin. Carrie Ann stared up at the exposed rafters, reigning in her show of emotions.


  “You wanna talk about it?”


  Carrie Ann shook her head.


  “You want a glass a wine?” she asked eventually, already heading for the kitchen. “Or how about a Cosmo?”


  “Definitely a Cosmo.”


  Listening to Shayla rummage through the liquor cabinet, her breathing began returning to normal.


  “You’re almost out of Cointreau.” Shayla informed conversationally. Her soft voice holding notes of compassion. She knew better than to push the Do you want to talk about it? It was a subject that had been tabled for years.


  Carrie Ann grabbed a turquoise pillow from the corner, holding it to her front as she sank deeper into the leather. Her view returned to the ceiling. “I just can’t believe this is happening. Seriously? After all these years ‘I miss you. Have dinner with me?’ What the hell is he thinking?”


  Shayla peered beneath the contemporary cabinets floating above the granite top kitchen island. The concern stretching across her face moderated. “So, does this mean we can talk about it?”


  Her head tilted in the barest twitch of a nod.


  “You’re not really surprised by this, are you? It’s not like he hasn’t tried to reach out to you a few times,” Shayla affirmed loudly over the ice tumbling in the shaker.


  “Yeah, I know, but it’s usually a very wishful-thinking 2:00am booty call…not a date.”


  Shayla rounded the kitchen corner. Her eyes widened in a questioning manner, handing off the martini glass filled with pale pink cure-all.


  “What’s that look supposed to mean?”


  “It means…you know damned well Summer doesn’t call you in the middle of the night for a booty call. Not that he doesn’t have an obsession with your ass, but we both know that’s not why he calls.”


  Carrie Ann glared over the rim of her glass pulling a lengthy sip of the Cosmo.


  “You put it on the table. I’m just keeping it real, my friend.” Her tone wavered between empathy and logic.


  “Seriously, Shayla. Every time I’m around the man it takes less than five minutes for me to want to grab him by the balls for one reason or another.”


  Shayla’s brow raised to a defined point of inquiry. “And that reason would be?”


  “To inflict an unbearable amount of discomfort.” Tight crinkles scrunched and contorted across her forehead. The fingers of her non-cocktail hand curled around the corners of the pillow, squeezing into a tight fist.


  “And the other reason?”


  Carrie Ann sucked in a deep breath, pulling it all the way to her toes. She tossed Shayla an exaggerated around-the-world-eye roll. Releasing a brash short-tempered huff from her nostrils, she cast an index finger at her best friend. “You know what the other reason is. The man drives me fucking crazy. He knows how to push all of my buttons.”


  “Apparently.” Shayla batted her lashes.


  “He has that, that…that thing he does.”


  “Breathing?”


  “He pisses me off beyond belief.” Implosion was now eminent. “Fuck! Fuckity-fuck! He exerts this…this aura of possession. He has some nerve walking straight up into my space, touching my hair, sending me flowers.”


  “Personally, I just don’t think he can help it.”


  She ignored the sappiness. “I have a hard time concentrating around him. I haven’t been laid in months and my hooha is the most disloyal bitch on the face of the earth.” Carrie Ann threw a karate chop hand signal to her crotch. “She betrays me every time I see him!”


  “You know how much I love you, right?” she questioned warily.


  Her mouth gaped open and snapped shut. “What? Are you taking his side now?”


  “No. Not at all. It’s just, you’re both two of my favorite people in the world. Maybe—”


  “Fuck me,” she growled indignantly. “You are taking his side.”


  “I am not taking his side, Carrie Ann. It’s not a contest.”


  “Then what? Maybe I should what, Shayla? Give him another chance? Is that what you were about to say?”


  Silence.


  The silence was deafening.


  “It’s just…” Her voice softened to a whisper, strumming a chord of motherly intuition. “I simply think you need to get a few things off your chest.”


  Shayla refused to take sides, staking claim to Switzerland a decade ago. Carrie Ann’s heart beat so forcefully, pressure points pulsed painfully at her wrists and neck. Her miniature melt down quickly turned to tenacity.


  “I can’t believe you think I should go on a date with him.”


  “It’s not that I think you should go on a date, but I know for a fact you both have unresolved issues.”


  “And what would that issue be, Shayla? That he broke my fucking heart! There’s not much left to say.” Raising her glass in a cheers fashion, she pounded what remained of her Cosmo.


  “Carrie Ann Lowell, you know how much I love you. I was the one sitting by your side and I know exactly how hurt you were.” Shayla squared her shoulders. Tears gathered at her lower lid, bringing a glossy shimmer to her eyes. “But as your best friend, I’m telling you…the two of you have unfinished business.”


  She blinked repeatedly, stunned by Shayla’s raised voice.


  “You’re both so stubborn—”


  “I am not stubborn.” She made a face.


  “You’re worse than he is!” Shayla’s eyes bulged in mock disagreement. “Honestly, Carrie Ann, you’re the most tenacious person I’ve ever met.”


  She grimly conceded the point with a brief nod. Dabbing at the lingering wetness beneath her lashes, Carrie Ann extended her empty martini as a truce, giving it a wiggle. “I take it back. Can we please not talk about him anymore? I don’t need him ruining another one of my birthdays.”


  Taking pity, Shayla raised to her feet and confiscated the glass. Her deep sigh confirmed the tabled subject. “You still up for going out or do you want to order in? Or are you upset with me now, too?”


  “I never get mad at you. Let’s order in. Drink Cosmos. Have a girl’s night. Wanna sleep over like old times?”


  “I’m sure Nanna and Pappa won’t mind. The boys will be asleep by the time I get home anyway.” Shayla’s voice trailed off as the mixing of the pink cure-all commenced.


  Carrie Ann’s head listed to the side, numbly inspecting the gorgeous bouquet from the safety of the corner of the sofa. The sting of emotions pricked the corner of her eyes. Her fingers wobbled a little, stealing a single rose from the bunch. She massaged the tip of a dewy petal between her fingers, daring to bring it to her nose for a whiff. So many memories. So much hurt. So many unanswered questions. All held in the solitude of single red rose.


  
    Chapter Three
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  After an evening of Cosmos, girl talk, and a trip or two down memory lane, the morning greeted her with a fresh perspective. Carrie Ann likened Ryan Summer to her favorite dress from high school hanging in the back of her closet. The Boho chic peasant dress put a smile on her face every time she stumbled across it. It taunted her to slip the chiffon over her head, fasten a wide leather belt around the waist, and throw on her combat boots. The multi print had always been her most beloved dress and nothing she ever did could change that. Deep down, she knew she’d never wear that damn dress again, yet she held onto it thinking ‘maybe, just maybe, I’ll wear it again someday.’


  Waiting for Sara to arrive at the Villa, she settled into one of a dozen outdoor chaises. Little waves fanned across the top of her coffee as Carrie Ann blew on the rich creamy goodness. Staring out at the ocean in a trance, she debated on whether to cancel going to the premier.


  “Morning.” Sara greeted cheerfully, handing off a beautifully wrapped rectangular box. “I swung by the office to pick up my handy dandy measuring tape and this was lying on your desk.”


  “Shit,” she grumbled, giving a jiggle to the box assuming it to be chocolates.


  “Looks like Jason is working some extra sweetness.”


  “I don’t think it’s from Jason.”


  “Ooh! Who’s the mystery man?”


  Momentarily shunning the card, Carrie Ann strummed her fingers along the box. “It’s probably from Ryan.”


  “Ryan?” Sara tilted her head in a questioning manner, brown eyes wide with interest.


  “Ryan Summer.”


  “Oh my God! Are you kidding me? Open the card!” On the verge of drooling, Sara anxiously rubbed her hands together. Putting herself in a business-like check, she suggested calmly, “I mean, don’t you think you should open the card?”


  Somehow Carrie Ann’s lower lip managed to slip between her teeth. A lethal concoction of anger, irritation and pain brewed deep within. To her own disbelief a pang of interest knocked a little lower within Fuck! Fuckity-fuck! She chewed on her lip for a full thirty seconds before opening the card.


  Just a little snack for you to enjoy during your busy day


  Glad the Villa worked out perfectly


  Looking forward to seeing it decked out for the Auction


  Jason


  “Thank God.” A sigh of relief burned from her throat, handing the card off to Sara.


  “Oh, man.” Sara’s shoulders slumped in utter disappointment. “I mean, you know, Jason’s cute and all, but…Ryan! Now he’s a total hottie. Do you actually know him?”


  “We dated in college.”


  Ignoring Sara’s squeals of enthusiasm and barrage of questions, she drifted off into her own thoughts. A numbing ache of disenchantment settled heavy in her chest. She thought for sure it would be from Summer. Worse yet, somewhere hidden in the dusty corners of her heart, Carrie Ann wanted them to be from him. But just the idea of that tiny admission infuriated her.


  “Did you say you brought a measuring tape?”


  Sara stopped mid-sentence. The off-limits subject duly noted with a nod of affirmation as she handed off the yellow tape.


  The day went off with only a few minor hitches. Carrie Ann and Sara executed a minute by minute dry run of the event, creating a list, and then backtracking every task, so no detail would slip through the cracks.


  Fatigue set in at the end of the day. Walking through the front door, she was greeted with a rich floral fragrance. Ignoring the gorgeous bouquet, Carrie Ann plopped her purse and box of chocolates beside the clear crystal vase.


  Kicking out of her flats, she turned on some music, grabbed a glass of red wine, settled into her favorite overstuffed chair, and dug into her little brown bag of dinner-to-go. With each passing minute, the melody faded to background noise. Carrie Ann attempted to ignore the red roses staring her in the face. Hostility grew with each bite of lemongrass chicken. Half way through one of her favorite meals, she stood, slamming her fork and bowl on the kitchen counter.


  Her nails clicked against the cold granite. She couldn’t decide who she was madder at, Summer or herself for allowing him to get under her skin. Fuck! Fuckity-fuck! Hormonal outburst kicked into full swing, pacing with punishing strides, stomping on the wood floor.


  Reaching for the chocolates, she tore open the box, sinking her teeth into the caramel filled square of dark chocolate. Frustration loomed over her like a black cloud…a black cloud during a Summer downpour.


  She needed an out.


  Without so much as one rational thought, she grabbed her phone.


  “Hello.”


  “Hey,” she choked a bit, swallowing the sweet treat. “Sorry, I was just taking a bite of chocolate.”


  “I was hoping you’d see them before the weekend.” A smile colored Jason’s voice. An unmistakable question hid within his statement.


  “Luckily, Sara spotted them on my desk this morning and brought them with her to the Villa. They’re delicious. Thank you.” She kept her tone smooth, not overly coy, but just enough of an indication.


  “It’s my pleasure. Have you had a chance to look at your schedule?” he paused. “Maybe go to dinner tomorrow night?”


  Tommy would be upset if she backed out of the premier. However, the last thing she wanted to endure was the sight of a piece of arm candy attached to Summer’s side, while she watched from the sidelines—dateless—looking like a lonely idiot.


  Desperate times lead to desperate measures.


  “Actually, I have an extra ticket to a movie premier tomorrow night.” She stumbled through her words. “I need a friend to go with me. Are you interested?”


  Jason fell quiet on the other end of the line. “Friends, huh?”


  “Friends,” she remarked casually. Glaring at the flowers, Carrie Ann added out of pure spite, “Friends…date…maybe.”


  “I like the sound of that.”


  Even with a warm measure of charm pouring from Jason’s voice, she didn’t feel the slightest tingle of interest. Not one zing. Guilt reared its ugly and unflattering head. Make it clear…friends only! Her typically poised date routine morphed into a ramble. “Would it be too much to ask if we just keep it simple…for right now. See how things go? I’ll be consumed for the next week, and honestly, I get so bogged down, all of my energy—”


  “Carrie Ann, I totally understand. I’d love to go. I promise to keep my hands to myself and I won’t expect you to move in with me until we’ve had at least two dates.” He chuckled. “I’ll arrange a car. What time would you like me to pick you up? I’m assuming that’s okay?”


  She had to laugh at his sarcasm. “That would be great. Six o’clock?”


  “Six it is.”
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  A-listers arrived by car, feeding the frenzy of flashing lights and screeches of exhilaration from fans, press and paparazzi. Carrie Ann and Jason arrived via a separate entrance and waited in a VIP holding room along with one hundred or so other attendees. The eager movie goers cared not so much about the movie, but about the irresistible sensation of channeling their inner-celebrity for an evening.


  Not wanting to draw attention to her girls, Carrie Ann opted to conceal her cleavage wearing an edgy, silver sequin cropped mini paired with blue suede peep toe ankle boots. The platform bootie with stiletto heel added some serious inches to her average five foot five height next to Jason’s broad six-foot stature.


  Their conversation flowed easily, chatting it up with other guests waiting for staff to usher them in groups down the Red Carpet, spreading out the excitement. Jason was polite, attentive, and very admiring, hitting all the fine-tuned points a date needed to make a good impression. The man had what Carrie Ann referred to as Player discipline, delving out compliments in moderation to ensure its success ratio. Starting with the traditional, “You look beautiful,” upon arrival and, “Your eyes light up when you talk about HAHF,” during the drive, followed by an intrigued, “What makes you so passionate about the Have a Heart Foundation?” while in the holding room.


  Fortunately, the Cinema staff came with impeccable timing and arrived right on cue to save her from sharing a personal story of her mother’s death, a story she rarely shared.


  Stepping into the lime light, Carrie Ann duly inspected Jason’s masculine frame. She couldn’t deny his strikingly handsome features. Dark hair layered seamlessly across his forehead, tie knotted to perfection at his throat, even his shoes exhibited a pristine shine. Caught staring, Jason smiled amiably, taking the opportunity to rest his hand on her lower back. As the corners of her lips began to turn upward, he gave another adjustment to his already perfect tie, pressing and primping with neatly manicured fingers. Her lip recoiled with a tiny flinch, bombarded with the sudden urge to muddle his hair or dislocate his tie.


  They stopped several times, managing to get in a few selfies along the Red Carpet. Carrie Ann discreetly canvased the walkway, fully prepared to run into Summer at some point during the evening. The constant feeling of distraction wore on her nerves.


  Hearing shrills of excitement erupt in the distance sent a cautionary warning ping to her chest as autograph seekers called out for Ryan and his co-star Jessy. She automatically teetered on her tip toes, stretching her neck in the direction of the strobe of photogs, but couldn’t see anything through the cluster of press.


  Once inside the Cinema, the insanity hushed to a low roar and scent of buttered popcorn permeated the air. Carrie Ann and Jason settled into their assigned seats directly behind Shayla and John.


  “Hey,” Shayla croaked, choking on her popcorn seeing Jason at her side.


  Carrie Ann purposely failed to mention bringing Jason to the premier, fearing a long lecture from Shayla that surely would’ve pointed out the fact that she’d already mentioned having no interest in dating Jason. Which undoubtedly would’ve led to topics like childish behavior or you’re using your date to make him jealous or You need to come clean with him. Or a number of other rational statements that Carrie Ann had no interest in hearing. She simply didn’t want to endure the humiliation of watching Ryan Summer parade a gorgeous woman around in front of her all night.


  “It’s a madhouse out there. You look amazing. Great dress,” Carrie Ann complimented, hoping to ease the look of dismay washing the color from Shayla’s cheeks. She leaned over the seat-back between them, passing out hugs to her favorite couple. “Hi John.”


  “The crowd is crazy!” John agreed, pressing a friendly kiss to her cheek before extending a hand to Jason. “John Mathews.”


  “Jason, Jason Calver. Nice to meet you.


  “This is my wife, Shayla.”


  Shayla squashed the bewilderment forged into the groove between her brows before greeting Jason. “Pleasure to meet you. Carrie Ann’s told me all about the Villa you found for the auction. I can’t wait to see it this weekend.”


  John’s eyes beaded and a rogue smile filled his handsome face. The man had a gift for reading people and judging by the snarky gleam in his eye, he knew exactly why Carrie Ann had a man at her side. He glanced toward a group seated several rows in front of them. She followed his lazy gaze, skimming over the crowd. An unusual sensation of butterflies fluttered in the pit of her stomach, spying a head of thick sandy blond hair. She wanted to look away, but couldn’t help noticing Summer’s co-star, Jessy and her husband sat to the right of him, and Drew filled the seat to his left.


  No arm candy.


  An awkward twinge fired off in the pit of her stomach. She fidgeted a bit, squaring her shoulders to adjust her posture. Why the hell am I even feeling the slightest bit of guilt for bringing Jason? The man had his chance years ago and blew it.


  “You look lovely this evening, Carrie Ann.” John’s deep voice pulled her out of a trance. Understanding lingered in his emerald eyes, whispering, “You okay?”


  His protective tone, considerate and caring, indicating Shayla had already mentioned her meltdown over the roses. The couple didn’t keep secrets and told each other everything. Truth be told, Carrie Ann had a wee bit of a crush on her best friend’s husband. It wasn’t your typical crush of attraction or infatuation. It was more like a man-crush. John sat at the top of her Men You Admire Poll. He could build or fix anything. That alone was impressive enough, bearing in mind she grew up in a house where her dad couldn’t or wouldn’t even change a lightbulb. Plus, John was an amazing father. However, what she loved most about John was that he thought the sun rose and set inside Shayla. He was crazy in love with her and didn’t hide it.


  “I’m good.” Her tender smile acting as a thank you. “You look very debonair this evening.”


  “Ha! Debonair? I don’t think that’s a category I fall under. The boys said they made some cash off you the other day.”


  “They sure did. I was just happy not to have to endure a tarantula sighting.”


  Focus all but obliterated, Carrie Ann dared to take another look in Summer’s direction. Drew peered over his shoulder, perusing the room with wide-eyed interest. The sheer buzz of excitement was evident in his exuberant smile. They made eye contact. He raised a hand, flashing her a peace sign as he flipped a chuck of blond hair from his forehead. She couldn’t help but delight in his enthusiasm. It was probably the coolest moment of his life thus far. Tossing him a quick wink, she settled into her seat.


  The director arrived on stage, sharing his zealous passion, showing his favorite cast interviews, who gushed about the incredible life-changing experience it was to work with the best director on the planet. Feeling distracted, Carrie Ann could barely pay attention to the ongoing ramble, preoccupied by the guilt seeping in through the cracks of her conscience. It wasn’t fair to invite Jason. Even though she clearly defined her intention for the evening as friendship, she used him as a buffer and knew it. Not my finest moment.


  Theater lights dimmed giving warning that the movie was about begin.


  Carrie Ann slipped a loose strand of dark hair behind her shoulder, but in mid-motion she saw a pair of warm cognac eyes in her peripheral.


  Summer’s powerful gaze landed directly on her, demanding her attention.


  A surge of guilt, ridiculous and unreasonable, simmered beneath the surface of her skin. The pounding of her heart, almost painful in its beat. He held the piercing stare for what felt like eternity before cutting to the male companion at her side. Though his face showed no emotion, his jaw stretched taut and rigid, bolding the cleft in his chin.


  Carrie Ann squirmed in her seat. Without being able to stop herself, she inched away from Jason’s side.


  A quick mental assessment of her own bizarre reaction fired off an internal round of head-strong tenacity. Irritation capsized. Gathering her defenses with several deep breaths, she turned to Jason showering him with a reserved smile.


  As darkness lowered over the theater, Summer faced the screen leaving her to endure two of the longest hours of her life.
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  A list of Who’s Who filled the trendy restaurant which opened exclusively for the after party. Dinner tables were replaced with smaller bar-like high tables, covered in fine white linens and candles, giving the restaurant a more intimate party vibe. Men dressed in formal wear blended with a mixology of women’s colorful gowns and dresses making for an exquisite palate for the evening. Sparkly jewels nestled between vast amounts of enhanced cleavage, and a copious amount of free-flowing alcohol, made for a plethora of sightseeing. And not the kind you’d find on your average tour of Hollywood Boulevard.


  “What would you like to drink?” Jason asked.


  To drink or not to drink? That was the question. Lord knows she needed a dose of pink cure all, but she wanted to keep her wits about her. Carrie Ann tried to make an excuse for an early exit, but Tommy wasn’t having it, encouraging her and Jason to join them at the private after party. Jason rubbed elbows with LA’s wealthiest on a daily basis, yet Carrie Ann thought she might have to wipe the drool from his chin when Tommy Clemmins insisted they share his limo. She giggled to herself practically hearing the cha ching of dollar signs roll through Jason’s eyes like a Vegas slot machine at the mere possibility of assisting Tommy Clemmins with any real estate needs.


  “I would love a water.”


  “Water?” A hint of shock crossed his face. Judging by the quirk of Shayla’s brow, she was just as surprised. “Anything else?”


  “No thanks, just water, please. I have to work tomorrow. The next few days will be brutal.”


  Jason turned from the table, leaving her standing amid a small group including Shayla and John, Tommy and Tess, and a revolving door of people patting Tommy on the back for the near God-like production of The best film they’d ever seen in their lives. Carrie Ann loved the movie and the film’s merit would certainly make its mark on several award nomination lists, however, the well-rehearsed congratulations and felicitations bordered on some major ass-kissing.


  JC called out to Jason as he made his way toward the crowded bar, “Can you make that two waters?” She waved before hiding a yawn in the palm of her hand.


  A set of broad shoulders made their way through the horde of people. Reed approached with a chair. “Here you go, darlin’. I’ll get you a water. You want me to get you something to eat?” he asked sweetly, bending closer to inspect her face as if she were a young child or an elderly woman.


  The muscles in Carrie Ann’s face slowly softened watching the tender exchange in awe. Reed placed a kiss near JC’s temple and rubbed a small circle over her flat tummy before catching up with Jason.


  Her mouth popped open in recollection. “Are you…” Her question cut short gesturing a hand roll in the direction of JC’s mid-section.


  “What? Why would you ask that?” Panic saturated her tone. JC’s eyes darted from side to side checking the proximity of prying party goers.


  “It’s just…” Carrie Ann moved closer, whispering, “That’s the second time I’ve seen him touch you like that.”


  “Touch me like what?” She attempted to hide her beaming grin, but the joy radiating in her eyes gave her away.


  Carrie Ann glanced around, making sure no one in the near vicinity was paying attention to their quiet conversation. Most were immersed in Tommy and all things Oscar talk. She covertly circled a hand over her the waist of her sequin dress.


  “Shit. Please don’t say anything.” A deep shade of crimson flushed her cheeks.


  “No, no. I would never. Congratulations. Does anyone else know?”


  “Only family…and we’d like to keep it quiet as long as possible. Maybe Thanksgiving, depending how soon I start to show. We just found out the other day when we saw you at Tommy’s place.”


  “You better tell Reed to stop rubbing your tummy like that in public. Oh my gosh, I can’t even imagine how beautiful your baby will be. You two are the most attractive couple I know.”


  Another round of severe blushing.


  The deep red sparked an idea. “You know, if you’re interested in announcing your new arrival—” she whispered the last few words in JC’s ear “—publicly, I’d love to have you and Reed pose together in the Bared Your Soul Calendar. The chemistry between you two is off the charts. All the proceeds go to the—”


  “Hello, Red.” A deep delicious voice swept over her bare shoulder.


  Jolting upright, she let out a squeal bumping into his muscular form. “You scared the shit out of me,” Carrie Ann blurted bringing her eyes around to meet his.


  Summer stood inches to her left. Humor flicked the crease of his wide, full mouth. Her breath hitched slightly before turning erratic. Somewhere deep inside, she felt a small urge to bolt, but his amber eyes rendered her immobile. Inner chaos gathered force as intuition rebelled against logic. She struggled to catalogue the distinction between the two, reluctantly allowing herself to bathe in the fearsome pleasure of the sight of him.


  “Let’s chat later.” She heard JC say faintly, beneath the blood pounding in her ears.


  Carrie Ann took him in at a sideways glance, not daring to face him head on. His tan skin accentuating his white smile. She breathed in the spicy scent of him invading her senses. A tingle of awareness danced through her veins against her will.


  “You brought a date to my movie premier.” He said flatly, more of a statement than question. There was no change in his expression except the humor fading from his lips.


  She was slow to react. The mere brush of his fingers lingering playfully over the back of her arm made her come undone. Goosebumps chased up her spine, one vertebrae at a time, instantly prickling her exposed flesh.


  “No. I mean, yes. I mean…so what, Summer?”


  “I’d hoped, perhaps, you would’ve joined me this evening. Did you get the fl—“His words drifted off, golden eyes swallowed her whole, taking in every intimate nuance of her face.


  Needing to detach from the intensity of his stare, Carrie Ann sought the near vicinity for assistance from Shayla…who pretended not to pay attention while drowning her wide-eyed interest behind the rim of her glass.


  The touch of his fingers, light and arousing, coasting along the length of her arm captured her undivided attention. “What?” she asked unsteadily.


  “My God, you look breathtaking, Red.” He stated smoothly, intimate eyes wearing a half smile, taking zero time to make her heart flutter. “Though, you always do.”


  She could scarcely breathe. Her body now acting in complete treachery of good judgment, permitting her gaze to drift lower, stealing a peek at the open collar of his deep plum shirt. His throat clean shaven and golden tan. She could practically feel the hard running emotions firing off beneath his fine graphite suit jacket.


  The curve of his mouth lifted as his gaze slipped to her feet. “Love the shoes.”


  The comment, bursting of innuendo, snapped her out of her awestruck state of mind. Her eyes narrow. Not the shoes. Don’t even go there! Carrie Ann cocked her head, lifting her gaze to meet his. She lost the ability to string two words together, though a firm Fuck Off rang loud and clear in her head.


  Summer dropped his view, admiring the cherry-colored polish peeking out from her blue suede Jimmy Choos. Leaning closer he murmured in a soft tender voice seemingly searching for a fond memory, “Nice choice. I do miss your Come Fuck Me Red, but my favorite is still your Eat My Pussy Pink.”


  A surge of blood ripped through her veins searching claim of the farthest points. Her signature, cherry-red polish had been the inspiration for her nickname. Wrath and haste overrode every rational thought in her brain. Carrie Ann drew in a deep breath, braced herself, and spun to face him.


  Head on.


  Summer’s hips jutted backward, but it was too late. Carrie Ann had him right where she wanted him…by the balls.


  He wasn’t breathing well.


  And neither was she.


  They glared at each other in a silent battle of wills, his cocksure power fading beneath the tips of her fingers.


  Summer’s hand flew to his groin, seizing her wrist with long powerful fingers. His chest heaved, nostrils flared, and lips parted sucking in a rough gasp. As he exhaled, the heat of his ragged breath fanned across her temple. Gripping his manliness, her body responded involuntarily easing into him as if being caught in a riptide or gravitational pull.


  Carrie Ann watched a ripple of a hard swallow slip down his throat. If it weren’t for the look of terror in his eyes as they rolled beneath the lids, she could’ve easily mistaken the strain of his neck and face for an intense climax.


  A slow burn deepened in the pit of her stomach.


  “Easy, Red.” Pain eminent in the guttural croak.


  “Take it easy?” Her body quaked. Losing all good sense and stability, she squeezed a little tighter. “Take it easy? How ’bout you cut me some slack?”


  A battle of stubborn wills ensued, neither flinching. Pressure was building, toxic and uncomfortable. She could feel the contraction of his abdomen and below shrinking in the palm of her hand.


  “Carrie Ann,” he panted with a hint of pleading. A small vein throbbed above his left eye.


  “The polish? That’s pushing it a little, wouldn’t you agree?” She issued the warning through gritted teeth. The rising temperature in her hand noticeable through the thin layer of his trousers.


  The rich amber shade of Summer’s eyes deepened, darkening to the color of whiskey. Any words or disagreement appeared to be lodged in his throat. Tightening the imprint of his fingers around her wrist, he gave a small nod, discreetly taking inspection of their surroundings.


  “Had I known that’s how you control Ryan, I might’ve actually tried that a time or two during filming.” Tommy heeded from behind.


  So engrossed in anger, she’d completely ignored their situation and surroundings. Carrie Ann immediately loosened her grip on his goods. A heavy puff of air whooshed from his lungs. Summer refused to relinquish her wrist. The weight in her hand grew thick and heavy with arousal. A dangerous cocktail of irritation and desire swirled between them. The lids of his eyes dusted shut beneath his thick dark lashes. His gaze turned lazy with hunger. She could feel the blush on her cheeks begin to blister.


  “Let go of me.” Brimming with embarrassment, her voice thickened.


  His face hardened to stone. He nailed her with a sharp glare, before releasing her arm.


  A long silence lingered.


  Now acutely aware of her surroundings, and growing humiliation, Carrie Ann remained paralyzed facing Summer’s shirt front. Her reaction bordered on one of the most hasty, reckless, un-thought-through, excruciating moments of her life. Well almost. She refused to look up at him or turn around to face the music.


  “Is everything okay here?” John questioned with the potency of a protective brother.


  Folding her arms beneath her chest, she forced herself to turn around. Clearing the sentiment from her throat, she attempted to sound resolute, “Everything is fine.”


  “Excuse us.” Summer bit coolly.


  Feeling the grip of his fingers encircle her upper arm. Carrie Ann let out a tiny squeal. Her eyes bulged in surprise as he hauled her away from the table.


  “Ryan?” Tommy inched toward them, caution held in his tone.


  “Back off, Tommy,” Summer said through clenched teeth.


  While the collective gaze of her friends teetered between them, Carrie Ann nodded indicating she could handle herself; as if she hadn’t just made that point crystal clear.


  She could’ve stopped him, but went along willingly. Though she didn’t know why. He steered her through the crowd, making their way through a set of doors. She wriggled free of his grasp, but he splayed his hand across the small of her back, directing her down a long corridor and into an office.


  Summer shut the door behind them, locking out the sounds of muffled voices and beats of music. Boxes of wine and liquor hid the wall behind a long desk covered in files and paperwork.


  “What the hell are you doing?” She spun to face him, hands clamped to her hips.


  “Me?” He let out an explosive huff.


  The rhythmic sounds of their labored breathing filled the strained air between them. Layers of feelings, abandoned and painful, clawed their way toward the surface. Ancient feelings she swore she was over ten years ago.


  She unloaded, spewing years of pent up emotions. “You don’t get to just step back into my life! Have you lost it? You have the nerve to think we’re going to pick up…”


  “Yes, I’ve lost it.” His heated stare fixated on her bottom lip. Overhead lighting shadowed the dimple on his chin. “And I’ve decided I want it back.”


  “What?” She balked, wrinkling her nose. Her chest propelled forward in defiance. “Why the hell are you looking at me like that?”


  “I’m just wondering—“One brow lifted and a sexy grin deepened on one side. “—if your mouth is gonna taste as good as I remember.”


  “You’re out of your mind!” She drilled her index finger to his forehead.


  A long pause.


  Without taking his eyes off her, Summer took two wary steps back, repositioning himself out of her reach. He leaned against the desk, half sitting on the edge. Her senses heightened witnessing something she hasn’t seen in some time, his full lips curving into a genuine heart stopping smile. An electric spasm struck low in her abdomen.


  “What do you think, Red? Hmm?”


  Hearing him ask the double question, her thighs tensed. Every time he followed a question with Hmm, his fingers were usually thread through her hair for one reason or another. Each recollection zipping through her mind led her back to some seriously pleasurable memories of discovery. Memories so clear, she could damn near feel the imprint of his hand in her hair.


  “Do you think I’ll taste as good as you remember? Hmm?”


  Muscles in her face screwed tight in annoyance.


  Arrogant. Cocky. Mother. Fucker.


  “One date, Red. I just want one night.”


  Shaking with frustration and several other very identifiable sensations, she snapped.


  “One night?” she shrieked. Waving her hand aimlessly at the desk, brash tenacity flew from her mouth, “I suppose you think I’m just going to lay back and let you fuck me right here?”


  A smirk of surprise tipped his brow. Carrie Ann cringed inwardly at her crudeness. He remained calm, exuding a sureness she hadn’t seen him wear before.


  “As tempting as that sounds, no Carrie Ann, that’s not what I meant. I want to take you on a date. I want talk. Dinner, wine, a walk on the beach, Broadway, New York, Paris…I don’t care what we do.” Taking quiet observation, he continued, his voice turning soft and wishful. “I want another shot, Red.”


  Her mouth gaped open in dismay attempting to filter the bullshit from the truth. Catching a glimpse of hunger behind his eyes as they drifted over her lips, she snapped it shut.


  “And if you’re still inclined…” He glimpsed down at the desk, curling his fingers firmly around the edge. “I’d love nothing more than to lay you back on a desk and fuck you till you make that noise—” His eyes, glassy and rapt in time, rolled behind the lid. “—that sexy little groan you make.”


  Carrie Ann stiffened from head to toe. Before she had time to fire back a list of coherent rhetorical remarks, a rap on the door stopped both of them in their tracks.


  “Hello?” Tommy called out quietly as the door creaked open.


  Entering the office, he shot Summer a look. A straight forward, cautionary look of unsaid mandatory advice. Summer met his gaze squarely. To her surprise, he acknowledged Tommy with some sort of reverent code-of-ethics. Neither man without respect.


  “Press is looking for you.” Wisdom streaked his tone and his temples.


  “I’ll be there in a minute.”


  “Maybe it’d be a good idea if you handled this… situation somewhere else.”


  “It’s okay, Tommy. We’re all done here.” Carrie Ann brushed past Summer, making for the door. He was at her back before she could finish her sentence.


  “Not hardly.” The surety delivered in his low baiting tone, drew chill bumps to her flesh and molten heat to her center.


  Tommy moved inconspicuously, gliding between them as they entered the hall. He’d been in the industry long enough to know better and he wasn’t about to let his star player jeopardize the evening’s event.


  Weaving through the crowd, Carrie Ann’s heel-digging strides quickened to a brisk march. Nearing the table, she spotted Jason, straightening his tie…again. Taking notice of her escorts, the creases near his smiling eyes deepened, warranting question. She dragged her attention to the concerned faces flanking each side of him. Shayla looked beyond her shoulder, shooting silent daggers at Summer as they approached.


  “Thank you, Jason,” Carrie Ann said, grasping the tall glass of ice water.


  Jason buttoned his suit jacket, before reaching out to introducing himself. “Jason Calver. Nice to meet you. Loved the movie.”


  “Ryan. Glad you enjoyed it.” His tone flat. “Great of Carrie Ann to bring a date. Do you work for the HAHF too?”


  Fuck. Fuckity-fuck! This can not be happening. Her lips pressed into a thin line. The moisture from her sweaty hands fogged the tumbler. Ice sloshed over the rim bringing the cup to her lips. Conversations carried on around the table, however everyone kept one ear on the nightmare unfolding. Shayla and John seemingly waiting to join in while analyzing the discussion.


  “No. I don’t work for the foundation. I’m a broker for Prestige Exclusives. We’ve been doing some work together.” A short but uncomfortable fissure of stillness followed. “I’ve known Carrie Ann’s father for years. We share interests in a few projects.”


  Dear God. I should’ve asked for vodka.


  Jason tossed that little nugget of information out fully expecting to make an impression. Any ambitious business man would’ve. However, the only thing Summer shared with her father was a large taste of loathing. Her father never approved of him or their relationship. Mr. Lowell constantly tried to impede in them, which was pointless and unjustified, bashing Summer every chance he could. He vowed Summer would never be good enough and never amount to anything but trouble. He expected better for his daughter. And by better…he meant better blood line. Jason’s grandfather was the largest land developer in California in the seventies.


  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Summer stiffen. Tension between the two men simmered. She could practically feel the steam coming off him. “Well, you be sure and give my regards to Mr. Lowell the next time you see him.”


  “I’ll do that. I’m golfing with him tomorrow.”


  Jason raised his rock glass to his lips. Curiosity tucked neatly between his manicured brows as he took a long draw of what appeared to be scotch. “How do the two of you know each other?”


  “We went to college together.” Carrie Ann replied hastily.


  “Yeah, the three of us attended USC,” Shayla exclaimed. “We were—”


  “Carrie Ann and I dated for two years.” Summer slid his wide hand over hers as it rested on the table in a clenched fist. Giving it a squeeze, he added, “We had a lot of good times together.”


  Shayla attempted to intervene, but fumbled, letting out a poorly executed, pathetic imitation of a laugh that sounded like a yelp. “Yeah, we sure did.”


  A rush of blood flooded her cheeks. The underside of the tablecloth was becoming more appealing by the second. She wanted to say a hundred different things, most included some choice, not so pleasant words. She considered stepping on his toe, or kicking him in the shin, or reaming him a new asshole right there in front of everyone. Unfortunately, there also seemed to be a little white flag flying at half-staff inside her panties. Plus, the stinging of her nose indicated tears might be a possibility as well. Not gonna happen! Not ever again.


  Pulling her hand free, she shot Summer a stone-faced look of contempt. She held her gaze long enough to make her point. A crystal clear definitive screw you. Turning her attention to Jason, she said, “I’ve changed my mind. I think I’ll have that drink now.”


  
    Chapter Four
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  “What are you doing?” Shayla asked.


  “I’m on the verge of disowning my vagina. What are you doing?”


  Hearing a smothered laugh at the other end of the phone brought a needed smile. Carrie Ann had spent the last hour daydreaming. No matter how hard she tried to forget, the same snippet of Summer kissing his beautiful co-star, both topless, played through her mind, adding a bitter taste to her morning coffee.


  Carrie Ann closed her laptop and eased back in her luxurious office chair. Turning away from her desk, she stretched out her legs, crossing them at the ankles.


  “And why is your hooha being disgruntled this morning? You didn’t…”


  “No! I didn’t sleep with Jason.” A soft naughty giggle filtered through her office. “Nah, it’s just being a little temperamental. Damn thing has a mind of its own lately.”


  “Maybe you need new batteries. Booya! Oh, yeah! I just went there!”


  She burst into laughter, hearing Shayla snap her fingers three times. Carrie Ann imagined her straight-laced friend throwing down her best sassy attitude in a quick three snaps up and circle. “Ha. Ha. Ha. Aren’t you funny this morning? Rub it in why don’t ya. I’m sure you had an orgasmic evening.”


  There was no need to answer. Shayla’s tsk of empathy said it all. “How’d your night end up?”


  “He’s a tie straightener.”


  “Oh, dear. Not another TS.”


  “I know, right? Since when have men become more consumed with their looks than women? He kept unbuttoning and buttoning his suit jacket too. By the seventh or eighth time I just wanted to rip the button off and throw it in the trash.”


  Shayla scoffed, “Must’ve been bad if you started counting.”


  “Eleven buttons and who fucking knows how many TS’s. I lost track after fifteen.” Carrie Ann shook her head in disbelief and disappointment. In a trance, the tips of her fingers traced mindlessly over the cold metal circles of the nail head trim outlining the cream-colored upholstered armrest.


  “Was he a good kisser at least?”


  The hum of Shayla’s voice trailed off remembering Jason’s attempt at a kiss the night before…and it wasn’t pretty. Playing the part of the perfect gentleman, he walked her to the door. He lifted the back of her hand to his mouth, but as he bowed to place a kiss on her knuckles, she didn’t even notice his hopeful sapphire eyes. All she could see was a pair of amber eyes from her past haunting her subconscious. There were no tingles, no butterflies, no sensual lure, just a cloudy hallucination of motherfucking Summer staring down at her subliminally.


  Caution overrode any enjoyment when he leaned in stealing a kiss. His lips were warm and gentle as they moved from the edge of her mouth. Her heart fluttered, searching for something, any spark of interest to erase the memories burned into her brain. But there was nothing. He eased closer waiting for her response, but she stood rigid against his frame, unable to return the kiss.


  Ahem! Shayla cleared her throat. “Earth to Carrie Ann.”


  She shook her head rapidly from side-to-side, bringing her focus back to the discussion. “Sorry, what did you say?”


  “Did you let him kiss you?”


  “Who? Summer?” Shrills of confusion saturated her voice.


  “Wait…you kissed Summer?”


  “No! No, sorry. What did you ask?”


  “I asked you if you kissed Jason?”


  “Yeah, kind of. I’m not sure I’d really call it a kiss, but he tried.” Carrie Ann’s nose wrinkled. Her face scrunched in a tight scowl of defeat. “This is all Summer’s fault. I expected him to have some…some gorgeous bimbo on his arm. Jerk shows up empty handed. I felt guilty inviting Jason in the first place and now I’m gonna have this shit hanging over my head all week.”


  “Since you brought him up…what happened with Summer?” Whimsy floated through Shayla’s inquiry, intentionally keeping it light and fluffy.


  Rising from her chair, she tucked the phone between her cheek and shoulder grabbing her purse. “He said he wants another shot. Whatever the hell that’s supposed to mean.”


  “Oh.” She drew out the silent h.


  Carrie Ann halted in her haste to get out the door. “You don’t sound very surprised. Please don’t tell me you that you knew about this?”


  “No. Not really. I mean, he and I haven’t talked about it.” Shayla managed through a cluster of stumbles and pauses.


  “I feel a very big but coming on.” She snarled, snatching her keys off the top of her desk.


  “Summer’s had dinner with Tommy and Tess a few times. He…he talks about you. A lot.”


  “Oh. My. God. You know what? I don’t have time for this shit right now.” She flung her office door open. “I’ve got three fires to put out and it’s not even ten o’clock in the morning. The bartenders I hired turned out to be Not so fully-certified as they claimed, so I’m on my way to the villa to meet with Take Your Best Shot Bartending Service.”


  “Hey, don’t get upset with me. I’m Switzerland remember. Tess was curious and asked me a few things.”


  “Yeah, well, I hope you enlightened her.”


  “I did.”


  Shayla’s reply was weak at best.


  “You’re still on for noon tomorrow, right? We need to practice the introduction and our emceeing.”


  Since she started working with the charitable organization, Carrie Ann included Shayla in every event. In the beginning, she assisted with organizing and planning. Another year she announced the recipient of the Humanitarian Award. Once, she even posed nude for the Have a Heart ~ Bare Your Soul Calendar when an infamous blonde bombshell bailed out at the last minute, putting Carrie Ann in a bind. Having Shayla by her side made the events more fun, but in truth, she offered Carrie Ann a sense of comfort and security, calming her nerves during the behemoth undertaking.


  “Yep! I’ve been working on my one-liners.”


  “Should I be scared?” Carrie Ann snickered.


  “Yes, you should be afraid. Very afraid. I’m just kidding. John was very impressed. He thought they were funny.”


  “Yeah, well, I’m sure he’s impressed every time you open your mouth.” She giggled wickedly walking out the door. “Booya yourself! Now that was funny.”
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  In Beverly Hills, parties were serious business. California’s elite expected three things when attending any event; a phenomenal DJ, a bad ass bartender, and a guest list dressed to impress. Torrential downpours could flood the streets, hurricane winds might blow the tents down to the ground, but if she failed to entertain by any consensus, the blowback would leave a blemish on her reputation as well as the Have a Heart Foundation.


  Take Your Best Shot touted world class mixologists with unlimited flair. Carrie Ann met with the owner and his crew of very attractive bartenders. Trevor was a tall, dark and handsome late-twenties-something entrepreneur with a smile that would make women go weak at the knees. He offered premium beverage services coupled with some serious showmanship of bottle flipping frenzy.


  While watching a six minute demonstration of tossing, spinning, mixing and pouring, she fought to reign in the sexual pressure, fearing she’d be paying double for services rendered merely due to good looks. Especially the one with vivid green eyes, a bright wide smile, and dark curly hair.


  She insisted, “I really don’t need them to steal the show as much as I need them to be completely professional. Arrive early, don’t be too chatty with the guests, and no excessive serving.”


  “No worries. Each of my mixologists are very specialized and required to go through an alcohol safety training course. You mentioned that you wanted two bars with three men at each station, but considering the size of the event, I would suggest having three bars spread out over the property.” Trevor pointed out a few prime locations. “That way you keep a smooth flow with no bottleneck areas.”


  She nodded. “Same cost?”


  Trevor’s eyes narrowed into a flirtatious twinkle. “For you, yes. Same cost. If you’d like, I’d be happy to create a couple signature drinks designed around the parties theme.”


  A vision of penis straws and breast umbrellas brought a timid smirk to the corner of her mouth. “That sounds great. Let’s stick to a heart theme versus bachelor/bachelorette theme.”


  Trevor extended a hand, locking it around hers. His glance drifted over her inquisitively, taking in her neutral lightweight sweater, cream slacks, and stacked heels. “How about this? I’ll throw in two more bartenders and as long as you’re satisfied with our performance, you keep me in mind for future events.”


  “That sounds like a deal.” A whiff of tobacco invaded her senses. She sniffed inconspicuously, searching out the distinct nuance of leather mixed with cedar and cocoa. She glimpsed a man wearing a vibrant red polo shirt wandering near the terrace. Retrieving her hand, she said, “Excuse me for a minute.”


  “No problem. We’ll go ahead and take off. If you have any questions call me. I’ll email you over a contract. If you think of any other questions just shoot me a text or feel free to call me.”


  “Perfect. Let me know the drink names by tomorrow and I’ll have my assistant make up a little menu to have at each bar.”


  She strolled toward the squat heavy man leaning against a stone pillar. His grey hair barely noticeable at the root of his dark hair. A small assuming smile wove into the creases near his temple.


  “Hey, Dad.”


  “Hello, Carrie Ann,” he said in a gravelly voice.


  “What’s going on? What are you doing here?” she asked skeptically, forcing a grin to mask her shock.


  Cigar in hand, he gently clutched the back of her arms, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “Looks like I caught you in the middle of a meeting? I was in the neighborhood and stopped by just to say hello.”


  The austerity emanating from his voice led her to believe otherwise. Robert Lowell never simply dropped by to say hi. There was always an ulterior motive.


  “My day is slammed, but I’ve got a few minutes.”


  “We can visit later if you’re too busy. Do you have plans for dinner tonight?”


  He’s definitely prying. “No, I don’t have plans for dinner, but I’ll have to pass. It’s one of my most hectic weeks of the year and I’ll be exhausted by the time I get home.”


  “I golfed with Jason this morning.” His no-nonsense interjection…absolutely intentional. “It’s my understanding you went on a date last night. A silly movie premier of some sort.” He wafted the cigar in the air adding emphasis to the triviality.


  “Wow.” She nipped. “The day’s barely even begun and you’ve played a round of golf and taken a swing at interfering in my life.”


  “We shot a round of Early Bird at the club. And there’s no need for you to take that tone.”


  “Cut to the chase, Dad. What is it you want to know?”


  Her father had a difficult time leaving his legendary direct questioning and pre-calculated arguments in the courtroom.


  “I simply stopped in to wish you luck this weekend. I’m thrilled you finally took my advice and decided to see Jason. He has a good head on his shoulders. A real future with that one…” A brief, but premeditated hesitation. “More than those other men you date.”


  “I hate to break it to you, Dad, but Jason and I went to the silly movie premier as friends.” Though the film was certain to be a box office hit, her father would never give Summer one ounce of credit. Not even if it was well deserved. “And I hate to crush your ridiculous dream of Jason being your perfect son-in-law…but it’s not going to happen. There won’t be another date.”


  “Now, Carrie Ann, why do you always have to be so stubborn? I was merely…”


  “Probably because I have your genes.” She interrupted, hoping to stifle the impossible examination of her personal life that would surely ensue if she didn’t put a halt to him. “You know how much I love a good debate and stubborn doesn’t quite cover our disposition, now does it, Dad?”


  “Thankfully you take after your mother as well. You’re blessed with her logic which always outwitted my tenacity. And you have her unmistakable beauty.” The authority in his voice faded. Sounds of outdoors absorbed their silence. The show of sentiment was a rare, but touching occurrence, one that only happened when he spoke of her mother. She’d been the love of his life. A love he was never able to quite replace. “I’m sorry I can’t make the Auction this year. There’s simply too much at stake in the case I’m working on. I can’t risk trusting anyone else to get it done right. I’ll send a substantial donation.”


  Avoiding an argument, she overlooked the fact that he could indeed show up. It’s not like he was leaving the country and he’d known about it for months. Her father supported her cause, generously. However, she suspected it was too much for him emotionally due to the painful reminders of the loss of her mother.


  Or at least that’s how Carrie Ann chose to see it.


  “Thank you.”


  “Your sister will be there to represent the family.”


  “Represent the family? Is that what you’re going to call it?”


  “I’ll send part of my donation in lieu of your sister and let her bid on a bachelor.”


  “Please, don’t do me any favors. She’ll just show up to crash my party.” Carrie Ann’s half-sister, put the social in socialite. Tanya was ten years younger and the daughter of her father’s second wife. They were complete opposites, each mimicking their mothers. “I fully expect to see Tanya. There’ll be too many prominent single men with means all congregated in one room for her not to show up.”


  “Your sister’s tastes differ from yours. Her interests gravitate more towards men who come from good stock.”


  “Good stock? You’re kidding right? Her last boyfriend got arrested for drugs.”


  “The charges were dropped and his parents sent him to the best rehab facility in—”


  “Don’t encourage her, dad. The last thing I need is Tanya showing up with an unlimited amount of funds. She’ll bid on every bachelor and I really need to save some for the other hundreds of charitable contributors.”


  “Choosing the right person is like investing. You have to diversify your portfolio while thinking long term.”


  “If you ask me, I think she prefers penny stocks,” she grumbled, sauntering beneath the patio to shade herself from the sun. “You make things too easy for her, Dad.”


  “I try to make life easier for both of you, Carrie Ann. You each get the same amount allocated every month. Don’t forget she’s ten years younger than you.”


  At the age of thirteen, each daughter gained access to a limited amount of money their father set aside for them. An allowance of sorts…a ridiculous sum of money that could make the smartest most mild-mannered child lose control and run wild on Rodeo Drive. The pre-inheritance, as her father called it, increased at the ages of sixteen, eighteen and again at twenty five.


  Tanya constantly got a free pass when it came to her bad behavior simply because she came from different stock, as he called it. Growing up, Tanya’s mother boasted of her “Open Parenting” theory. Meaning Tanya was allowed to do and act however she wanted with whomever she wanted as long as she could explain why she thought it was a good idea. In other words, she did whatever the hell she wanted starting at birth.


  “If I remember correctly, I wasn’t a train wreck ten years ago. You should really stop making excuses for her. She’s spoiled and out of control.”


  “You were never a train wreck.”


  “Look, Dad. I don’t want to re-hash this shit again. Not today. This isn’t the All About Tanya Show. This is my gig. My work. My passion. If you could—”


  “Maybe your sister would enjoy a quick trip to Las Vegas this weekend with a few friends?”


  Her shoulders slumped forward as a deep sigh filled with gratitude seeped from her lips. She glanced to the side witnessing an unusual site of mute benevolence masking the hard lines of his face.


  Carrie Ann smiled appreciatively. “I think she would love a quick trip to Vegas.”


  The subject was settled with a small nod from each. Making their way toward the grand foyer, he lifted his palm to the blade of her shoulder, curling his stubby fingers over the top. “I have no doubt the evening will be a success. Proud of you, Carrie Ann. Your mother would be too.”


  Growing up, her father passed out compliments sparingly, making each one all that more significant. She wrapped her arm behind his waist, tilting her head against his shoulder. “That means a lot to me.”


  
    Chapter Five
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  Pops of colorful dresses accentuated a sea of extravagant red gowns and designer black tuxes floating beneath the starry canopy. In a zip code known for its paper thin beauties, Carrie Ann flourished in a full length strapless gown crafted from delicate chiffon. Her regal beauty displayed in the sweetheart neckline and diagonally ruched bodice, making the most of her hourglass shape. She wore her dark locks swept back into a chic and sexy loose French twist.


  Luckily, the storm front moving in held off a day, but she had to admit, she loved the tent. Mediterranean chic mixed with Hollywood glam creating a sophisticated cocktail lounge reminiscent of a luxurious retreat. Crystal chandeliers hung from the canopy filling the outdoor ballroom with a warm glow of intimate lighting. Spikes of energy sizzled through the atmosphere. The rush of adrenaline in her veins replaced several months’ worth of tension.


  A broad smile never left Carrie Ann’s face. Her hips swayed to the soulful sound of jazz as she mingled through the guests. Jason approached her as if nothing had changed, thankfully. His gaze seemed softer, more relaxed, but he only spent a limited amount of time with her before wandering off to work the room filled with future clients.


  As Carrie Ann stepped onto the raised platform at the far end of the pavilion her fingers gently cinched into the folds of her dress. The signature slit at the side of her gown exposing a hint of toned thigh. Crossing the stage, she made eye contact with Shayla, waiting in the wings to be introduced. Sara stood beside her wearing a gorgeous black dress and an irreplaceable grin. It was her assistant’s first big event and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t conceal her excitement.


  Nerves fluttered in her tummy. As she reached for the microphone, the drummer of the jazz band gave a soft roll on his cymbal. A hush fell over the crowd.


  “Good evening everyone.” Carrie Ann’s face heated with pride and anticipation. Her gaze surfed through the hundreds of faces, not focusing on anyone in particular, simply taking in the moment. “I’d like to thank all of you for coming out to the Have a Heart Foundation’s Fifth Annual Bachelor/Bachelorette Auction.”


  The simple introduction earned a roar of fashionable applause.


  “We’ve got an amazing evening in store for you. In addition to our smokin’ hot bachelors and sizzling, sexy bachelorettes, we have a room full of silent auction items ranging from surf lessons, to extravagant dinners, to luxurious spa treatments and several vacation getaways. So, make sure to put your bids in there as well.”


  Carrie Ann introduced their many sponsors, giving praises for their good charity, receiving another round of applause from the crowd. Shayla joined her on stage wearing a stunning white gown, which earned a cat call from her husband, setting fire to her golden cheeks. Bachelors and bachelorettes paraded across the stage one at a time as Carrie Ann and Shayla took turns describing their best qualities and the date that would go to the highest bidder.


  “We each have different reasons for being here tonight.” Carrie Ann curled her fingers over the shell of her ear, pushing back a lose strand of silky hair. “Some of you came to support friends. Others came to have a fun night out.”


  “For some of you, it’s the best way to guarantee a date.” Shayla could barely contain her giggles adding her five seconds of comedic relief.


  “But most of you are here because you know someone with heart disease. And unfortunately, like myself, some of you have lost someone you hold dear in your life to heart disease. A father. A mother. Perhaps a grandparent or sadly enough even a child.” She sniffed back the burning sensation threatening to spill. “So that being said, in the name of those we love, let’s make tonight’s event one to remember.”


  Shayla’s husband, John, approached the stage, asking for the microphone with his long reach. Carrie Ann slipped a coy glance at Shayla. Her only response was a small shrug, before handing over the mic.


  “What Carrie Ann is trying to politely say is, we know your heart is in it, but tonight…let’s open up our wallets and kick some ass for heart disease.”


  Deafening cheers and applause erupted beneath the canopy, bringing a wry grin to John’s mug as he handed her back the mic.


  “I couldn’t have said it better myself. Now, who’s ready to get this party started?”


  “Twenty thousand.” A deep raspy voice called out from the back of the room.


  A swarm of butterflies set free in her belly. She felt herself blanch, color draining from her face. Fuck! Fuckity-fuck! Her pulse hammered too fast, too hard, watching a pair of well-defined shoulders attached to a headful of sandy blond hair make their way through the crowd.


  A cold ache chased through her body causing her to tremble. Carrie Ann attempted to be cognizant of the reaction splashed across her face, but she was slow to react. Countless emotions did a quick stampede through her heart.


  Shayla carefully interceded, “See what I mean? I know you’re all excited, but you’ve got to wait for us to announce the first bachelor.”


  A pair of whisky-colored eyes, demanded her attention as Summer moved toward the stage. His piercing stare shot straight through her, robbing Carrie Ann of her voice. Her breath caught when she opened her mouth to speak and a shaky laugh, awkward and uncomfortable, slipped from her lips.


  She cleared the nerves from her throat. “You’re a little premature. Aren’t you, Ryan?”


  Carrie Ann felt Shayla’s chilly fingers on her back, moving back and forth in a comforting fashion and prompting a clear reminder to keep her composure. Summer tipped his head to the side. The glow from the chandelier played over his striking features, casting spiky shadows from his lashes to the top of his cheeks.


  “Never,” he taunted. The curve on his lips had nothing to do with a smile. “I’m bidding on you, Carrie Ann. In the name of charity, of course.”


  Stunned faces and whispers danced around the quiet room. She looked at Shayla for backup, but her face mirrored Carrie Ann’s. Seconds felt like minutes. Her heart pounded painfully in her chest. Just beyond the side of the stage, Sara nodded hotly in the background. This triggered less than zero response from Carrie Ann. Seconds ticked by. Her assistant’s eyes bulged wide indicating she needed to do something.


  “Twenty-five thousand.” Another familiar voice joined in the bidding.


  Her head twisted, seeing Jason’s tall silhouette closing in behind Summer.


  “Thirty-thousand dollars.” Summer’s tone held firm, tossing out the figure like he was throwing change in a wishing well.


  Her eyes tracked his every movement. He didn’t budge an inch when Jason joined him center stage. Separated by a mere inches.


  Jason countered without hesitation. “Thirty-five.”


  “Fifty,” Summer interjected, before the bid barely left Jason’s lips.


  Shayla whispered in her ear, “What should I do?”


  Tension gathered force as hundreds of jaw-dropping faces waiting on bated breath. The absurdity of the situation was already too far gone to rein in the madness. She couldn’t turn down a donation of that magnitude. Only twice in the history of the event had a bid gone to this proportion.


  Purely by some divine intervention, she managed to pull a coherent thought from her scattered brain. She conceded with a curt nod, “For charity.”


  Given the green light, Shayla took control. “Mr. Calver? Will you be taking us to fifty-five?”


  Jason didn’t even have time to open his mouth, let alone give a response. Without so much as flinching, Summer threw down the gauntlet, stealing any chance Jason thought he might have at winning the bid.


  “One hundred thousand dollars.” His chin lifted as he approached the stage, never breaking eye contact. The reflection of her red dress, set fire to his amber irises. Summer slid his hands into his pockets, asking in a low voice, “Would you like me to add another zero?”


  Cocky. Mother. Fucker.


  Masking her fury, she forced a pleasant smile. “How generous.”


  Peeling his focus away from Carrie Ann, he turned to Shayla. “Mrs. Mathews, put me down for one million dollars.”


  In one swift movement, he hopped onto the stage to claim his prize. Applause erupted to a near earsplitting decimal. Feeling his hand at the small of her back, she had no time to react. In a blur, Shayla’s eyes popped as big as quarters as Summer escorted Carrie Ann off the platform. Leaving his hand-hold in the dust, she stomped…eloquently around the back of the stage, hiding behind a canvas panel.


  The smell of tobacco put her on high alert. Her eyes darted into the corners of the veranda, praying not to find her father. Her life did not need any more special surprises. A bartender stood in the shadows smoking a cigar-like cigarette. He took one glance at their weighted demeanor and split without saying a word. She’d deal with him later for walking past two no smoking signs to light up.


  Carrie Ann spun to face him head on. Summer held out his hands on either side of her, cautiously, corralling her so she wouldn’t escape. Ignoring the erratic heartbeat slamming against her ribs, she bolstered every ounce of infuriated pigheadedness she could muster.


  “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Summer?”


  “Cheating…a little,” he said softly. A mock smile tipped the edges of his full mouth…as if that would soften her explosion.


  “Yeah, well, we all know you’re pretty good at that.”


  He laid a palm to his chest, melodramatically suffering from the blow to his heart. “Come on now. We’re not going to hash that over again, are we? Play nice, Red.”


  “Play nice?” she snarled through clenched teeth. “How about you go fuck yourself?”


  Tiny laugh lines whisked outward from the corners of his eyes. “I’m more interested in fucking you.”


  “Oh, give me a break!”


  “I’ll give you just about anything you ask for.” His voice riddled with insinuation.


  “Perfect. Get out of my face.”


  “Sorry, that’s not gonna happen. We need to talk, Carrie Ann. I don’t plan on going anywhere until we do.”


  A muffled round of hoots and hollers indicated that bachelor number one had just found a date. Urgency gathered in her gut.


  “What do you want, Summer? Is this part of some sort of twisted therapy program for past mistakes?” He started to step closer, but she threw out a hand as a warning. “You’re invading my space!”


  His eyes twinkled as if weighing the consequences of his answer. He whispered in a soft growl, “I’m gonna invade your personal space with my cock as soon as you come to your damn senses.”


  She went scarlet. The provocative remark fired off a round of clenches, low and deep, striking a tender place hidden inside. She needed to escape him, but her legs felt encumbered and heavy, unable to carry her away from the lunacy taking place in front of her. The man melted her insides. He turned her to a withering mess with a simple smile. He also had a way of pissing her off more than any other man she’d ever known. It wasn’t fair or easy.


  And neither was she.


  “In. Your. Dreams.”


  “Every night, Red. Every night.”


  “Well, thank you for stopping by to lighten your wallet. The HAHF appreciates your generosity,” she riddled. Candor doused her hostility in formality. The air surrounding them was becoming saturated with resentment.


  “Did you really think I’d let him outbid me? I don’t like that guy, Jason. I don’t like him one bit.”


  Her eyed beaded. “You don’t get a say…now do you?”


  “I did tonight.”


  Despite her fists being pulled into tight balls, ready to take aim at any moment, he dared to ease closer. The scent of him filtered through her labored breathing. The spicy fragrance noticeable on her tongue, inflicting havoc on her palate.


  Summer slipped his fingers into her closed hands. Every tiny muscle in his face softened, the seriousness severe, exposing a small porthole view into a matured, settled man. His handsome features verging on gloriously striking. Her lashes fluttered taking in the sight.


  “This wasn’t my intent.” His chest expanded, pulling in a deep breath. Peering down at their locked hands, he jiggled her fingers. “I didn’t come here to do this. It just happened, Carrie Ann. I saw you…and you look so…”


  Summers voice trailed off as he looked her over, almost as if he could hardly believe she was real. His examination was slow and sweet, and laced with ravenous greed, drifting over every inch of her. The fine hairs on her arms rose to sharp points. She could scarcely breathe.


  His haughtiness faded, leaving only a vast display of raw emotions. The man had the distinct capability of casting a sensual spell over her with just one look. A rush of adrenaline struck low in her belly, but her heart strings constricted, tightening around old wounds.


  “You look stunning.” Breaking into familiar territory, he eased in, their thighs brushing as he hovered above her. He added, “I’d tell you I’m sorry, but I’m not. I miss you.”


  Refusing to look up at him, she stared at his shirtfront. It was a good shirtfront. Just enough imperfection to make her want to reach up and tweak his collar. Which was attached to his tan throat. Which led to his thick head of hair. No! No way! Not gonna happen!


  “I’m not sure what you’re expecting for your million dollar donation, but—” The sound of footsteps walking off the stage, captured her attention. She continued in a whisper, “I need to get out there. I’ve gotta go.”


  “I want one day, Carrie Ann. A chance to talk.”


  Without any explanation or rationalization, she complied with a curt nod. Carrie Ann didn’t dare lift her chin to look up at him, knowing he’d have no hesitation taking advantage of the proximity of their mouths. She gathered her hands from his and skirted from behind the wall, heading for the platform.


  “Red,” he called out in a low voice. She cast a half-glance over her shoulder attempting to hide the blush on her cheeks. His smiling eyes cruised around the room. “Great job. You’re totally rockin’ it.”


  Pride swelled deep within, spreading heat throughout her chest and limbs. She couldn’t stop the stupid grin erupting from her face…which irritated the shit out of her. Sauntering up the steps, her hips swayed more than normal.


  Shayla crooned, “Bachelor number two is a firefighter from New York.”


  Gathering her wits, she reached for her mic, “Or at least he plays one on TV.”


  Carrie Ann didn’t need to turn, she knew Summer’s eyes were glued to her ass.
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  As the after party began to wind down, the DJ took control of the energy level, transitioning into a smoother beat. Even without Summer’s ridiculous contribution, the generosity of others blew away prior donations, setting a new record for the auction. An accomplishment that proved her mettle and an achievement she could be very proud of.


  Carrie Ann ignored the hushed rumors and quiet whispers of guests speculating what went down between her and Summer. Are they a couple? Did you know they dated? He’s getting laid tonight! She’s so lucky. Thankfully, Summer kept his distance, but she sensed his eyes on her all night long. An indescribable tickling feeling that blanketed her body drawing goosebumps to her arms and neck. The anticipation robbed her of her breath, waiting for him to show up at her side at any given moment.


  Jason reverted back into friend mode. They chatted several times throughout the evening, but the hopefulness that had previously shone brightly in his eyes, faded. She assumed the cooling change in his expression was either do to Summer’s stunt or perhaps he shared the same lack of intimate interest. Regardless of the reason, there seemed to be no awkwardness between them.


  Carrie Ann shared a couch with Shayla and John, as well as several others. Stiffness in her neck and shoulders began to subside, indulging in a sip of champagne.


  “We gotta get going, Shay.” John raised from his seat and helped his wife to her feet. Everyone followed suit. “Carrie Ann, if you change your mind and want to join us on vacation, we’ll be on the beach in Hawaii.”


  “I appreciate the offer, John, but I have to pass. As much as I adore those two boys of yours, that’s not exactly the kind of relaxation I had in mind for my vacation. Plus, the last thing I need is a raging case of hormonally induced maternal-itis.”


  Smothering his laughter, he added, “I just thought since you have a million dollar date to fulfill…”


  “Ha, ha. Screw you, John.” She jabbed him in the side. “Have a fantastic vacation. I’m sure you’re going to miss my babysitting assistance.”


  The smartass grin fell from his mug. “I’m not going to lie, it’s pretty nice when you travel with us. Shay and I get to go on dates, the two of you get to spend time together, I get to go golfing…”


  “I see how it is. The truth comes out,” she teased. Wrapping Shayla in a full embrace, Carrie Ann swayed a little, holding to her tightly, whispering, “Have a great time. Thanks so much for helping me every year. It wouldn’t be the same without you. Love you.”


  “Love you too. It’s always a pleasure.” Shayla pulled back making close inspection of her unusual show of emotion. “You okay?”


  A sting of sentiment gathered in her throat. “Yeah, I’m fine. Must be the champagne. Have a great time.”


  Shayla squeezed her upper arms. “Call me if you need to talk.”


  Jason appeared at her side with another flute of bubbly. Other couples wandered off, stealing away to the dance floor. Feeling relaxed, she took a long sip. The golden effervescent tingled her nose making her giggle a little. Jason held out a hand, encouraging her to sit. She snuggled into the corner of the white outdoor sofa, crossing one leg over the other.


  “I’d say tonight was a huge success for you and for the HAHF.” Jason raised his crystal flute. “Congratulations.”


  “Thank you.”


  The chilled bubbles slid down her throat. She licked her lips, catching a dribble of sweet liquid at the corner of her mouth. Her bottom lip felt numb as she tugged it between her teeth. Carrie Ann hadn’t eaten so much as one appetizer and the effects fuddled her senses, leaving her unsteady and a bit slow.


  Easily distracted, she stared off into the distance, mesmerized by the heavy mist moving in. The drone of Jason’s voice slipped into obscurity. The fog took on a golden glow under the chandeliers, swirling in waves and eddies as people moved under the canopy. Without knowing what she agreed to, the words, “Sure,” floated happily from her mouth.


  Following his lead, she took another swallow from the crystal flute and placed the empty glass on the table in front of them. She hooked her arm through the crook of his elbow, clutching to Jason as he escorted her to the dance floor.


  “Oh, we’re dancing,” it came out more as an ambiguous statement than a question. Her free hand flew to dip at her throat, testing the giddy tremor inside her chest.


  Jason caught her around the waist and she automatically draped a wrist near the back of his neck, relaxing against him. The smell of the ocean clung to the damp night air. A cool evening breeze gusted beneath the tent and a shiver chased over her bare shoulders. Carrie Ann slipped her other arm inside the fine silky lining of his suit coat for warmth, molding herself to his masculine form.


  “I feel bad…not being able to save you from a date with Ryan.”


  Her thoughts jumbled, losing focus to the wispy mist sweeping beneath the hem of her gown as they danced. “You mean Summer?”


  Carrie Ann pulled her eyes away from the dreamlike haze to look up at Jason, but as he swayed to the side, her gaze collided with Summer’s. Head on. He stood in the distance beneath a long branch of a pepper tree covered in twinkle lights.


  The muted lighting silhouetted his rigid stance, but she could still detect his irritation. His penetrating stare cut to her core.


  For some reason his annoyance made her giggle a little. Slyly, she wiggled her fingers up and down in a waving fashion. This only made his heavy brow furrow into a hard squint.


  “Yes,” Jason continued. “Hopefully that doesn’t discourage you from going on another date with me.”


  Feeling slightly tipsy, she couldn’t contain an awkward, breathy laugh. It made her shake internally from head to toe. Carrie Ann clutched to Jason to keep from stumbling. The feel of his well-built back felt surprisingly nice under her palm.


  Words and thoughts weren’t registering correctly. In the back of her mind, she knew there was a question she needed to answer, but her brain wasn’t functioning. She snuggled closer letting her hips sway freely to the rhythm of the music while her eyes fixed on Summer. The creases of her lips bent upward, relishing in the play of muscles under his white dress shirt.


  He felt so good pressed against her body, but Summer looked confused, and pissed, and jealous. And far away. Too far away. It felt as if she were in a dream, standing on the outside looking in.


  Two plus two were not adding up.


  Hearing Jason’s voice at her ear made her recoil, jerking away from his body, as if the mere touch of him scalded her flesh. Her exhales came in labored huffs. The tips of her icy fingers rubbed clumsily at her neck and nape.


  “You okay?”


  Peering up at Jason, her head bobbled from side-to-side, sluggishly. Confusion grew. Beats of the music streamed through her veins, keeping pace with her heart. She could not understand why Summer was so far away.


  Her head twisted, raking a seductive stare over the silhouette beneath the tree. The dim glow from above shadowed his features, hollowing his cheeks and defining the dimple set perfectly in the center of his chin. The man was like a force of nature, his presence a gravitational pull she couldn’t deny.


  A slow burn of yearning brought a flush to her cheeks. Old cravings twisted deep inside, turning her heartbeat unruly. Her eyes drifted shut as her lips parted, releasing a long breath. She could feel him from across the room, the implicit fluency of his touch as it traveled over tender, vulnerable secret spaces of her flesh and heart. Places only he knew. Places only he owned. Her body had a mind of its own and it was becoming very, very hungry.


  Suddenly, Carrie Ann Lowell felt like a million fucking dollars.


  
    Chapter Six
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  A pale greyness passed through the window swallowing the day’s light. Carrie Ann laid sprawled out in bed, lying face down, nose squished in a fluffy pillow. She peeled one eyelid open then the other, glaring at a log wall.


  Heaviness encumbered her limbs as she drew them beneath her chest. The sound of rain falling on the roof wrapped the space in a hushed solitude. She raised to her elbows, lifting her head from the sateen steel blue pillowcase. The tips of her fingers turned small circles rubbing the sleep from her eyes.


  Her heart rate picked up speed, scouring the bedroom for familiarities. Carrie Ann made detailed observations of her rustic surroundings, hoping something would ring a bell, but the spacious bedroom held none. Only fine cabin-like furnishings. Her eyes immediately drawn to a large antique armoire filling the far corner of the bedroom. The dark wood almost hidden beneath the distressed sea-glass blue patina. A floor lamp made of antlers sat beside a craftsman style overstuffed chair and ottoman covered in worn leather and a camp-style blanket.


  Her head twisted to the right inspecting the rumpled down blanket on the other side of the bed. A shallow indentation on the pillow indicated she’d not slept alone. Panic settled over her like the heavy wool blanket¸ filling her with dread.


  “Shit,” she croaked, smacking and licking her dry lips searching for much needed saliva.


  Propped on both elbows, her naked breasts bounced as she reached for a tall glass of water on the bedside table fashioned from a tree stump. A wicked hangover pounded her temples. Two blue Advil set beside a folded piece of paper reading:


  You’re safe


  Take these


  I’m outside in the barn


  Summer


  “Summer?” Her confusion mounted, yet oddly enough, seeing his signature brought a bit of relief to her reeling imagination. Carrie Ann downed the pills, quenching her parched scratchy throat. “Barn? Where the hell am I?”


  Every inch of her body was sore and stiff. Fisting the silky sheets, she attempted to slip out of bed, but a bulky weight laying atop the covers between the back of her spread thighs prevented her from moving.


  Oh God.


  The heaviness stirred, stretching with a shiver before settling a portion of its bulk atop her rump. She wriggled, pressing her hips to the mattress. Noting the tenderness in her inner thighs, she swallowed, hard. Her shoulders raised and lowered with each exaggerated breath she desperately tried to control. There was nothing. Zero recollection of the night. Embarrassment slowly crept over her nude body, bringing a wave of nausea to her tummy.


  Terrified to chance a glance over her shoulder, she stared straight forward at the intricate iron scrolls of the headboard and the square log walls behind it. She wasn’t ready to face the music or Summer.


  Suddenly, the body disappeared. A pant of searing breath at her shoulder blade conjured up imaginings of an evening she couldn’t recall. Taking into consideration her nakedness, soreness down below, and last but not at the very least a note from Summer on the bedside table, the cinematic film churning through her mind was soiled with humiliation. She felt a cold nose nudge the place where her arm met her torso. A rough tongue licked her cheek.


  Hit with the intoxicating sweetness of puppy breath, triggered an instant calmness inside. Carrie Ann rolled to her side. She swore the pair of chocolate brown eyes smiled at her as the pup rested its muzzle on her pillow.


  “Who are you?” she asked in a soft groggy tone. Carrie Ann stroked its soft cream colored fur a few times before locating the heart-shaped tag hanging from the pink collar. “Aspen.”


  The pads of the puppy’s paws made a scratchy noise against the silky fabric as the golden retriever inched closer. Her entire body wriggled with excitement taking another swipe at Carrie Ann’s face.


  She hauled the blankets up to her chest. The plush bedding held traces of the warm, sunny, familiar scent of Summer. Lying beneath a massive pealed log beam that spanned the entire room, she took in the surroundings, desperately hoping something would spark a memory of how she got there.


  Rain struck against the window, running down the glass in clear ribbons. A loud pop made her lurch upright, clutching to the puppy. Uninterested in the noise or her loud squeal, Aspen began chewing on a strand of Carrie Ann’s hair. Another round of pops and hisses resonated from the glowing ambers in the fireplace.


  Draping her legs over the edge of the bed, she wrapped the down blanket around her body, collected Aspen in her arms, and plodded toward the window. The dark and stormy sky gave no indication of time of day. Glancing back over her shoulder toward the bed, there was no clock anywhere in sight.


  Carrie Ann peered out the window, but couldn’t see anything through the fog. Leaning closer, nearly touching her nose to the cold windowpane, she wiped the condensation from the glass. Low lying clouds hovered above a vast golden meadow stretching all the way across a valley to the base of a mountain on the other side. A very big mountain.


  A deep groove notched between her brows. “What the…where the hell am I?”


  Setting Aspen on the floor, she scurried to the other corner window. The puppy pounced atop the blanket dragging behind Carrie Ann’s feet. Grabbing a corner between her sharp teeth, she barked and growled playfully, shaking the fluffy fabric in her mouth like a chew toy.


  “Shh. No, no.” Carrie Ann warned with a quick snap of her fingers.


  Aspen released the blanket, looking up at her with sad dejected puppy eyes.


  “Come here.” She scooped a free hand under her soft, pink belly.


  A thick forest of tall pine trees consumed the view. She couldn’t escape the uncertainty and doubt clouding her mind. The more she tried to remember what happened the madder she got. Inner turmoil churned like the threatening darkness beyond the window. The last thing she recalled was being on the dance floor with Jason and then…Summer standing under the tree.


  Stifling her instantaneous I’m going to kick his ass reaction, she set the pooch down and warily peeked her nose out the bedroom door before making her way through the cabin. The only sounds she heard were Aspen’s nails clacking on the wide plank flooring and rain drizzling on the tin roof. The structure itself seemed rather dated, as if it’d been there for fifty years, but it’d been remodeled with a small top notch gourmet kitchen. Modern furnishings, an exquisite worn leather sofa and two love seats, created a U-shaped lounge in front of a river rock fireplace.


  She couldn’t help snooping, inspecting each room, including a room that was obviously Summer’s. Inquisitively, she tip-toed inside the spacious bedroom. His tux hung on a hanger on the closet door, shoes kicked to the side of his bed. The enormous log bed was covered in luxurious expresso colored comforter. Aspen trotted by, pulling a black dress sock from his shoe, proudly towing the prize back to Carrie Ann.


  “Give,” she commanded holding out her hand. The puppy crouched on her front paws while sticking her tail in the air, wagging it back-and-forth. Carrie Ann said sternly, “No, no. Aspen, give.”


  The puppy relinquished the sock and flopped to her back, exposing her pink belly for a pat. Ambling toward his tux, the sunny scent of him lingered, bringing warmth to her chest and neck. She’d never forgotten the fragrance. Carrie Ann lifted her hand to touch the jacket, but a subtle ache behind her heart forced her to pull back.


  There’d been countless times over the years that she missed him. Lonely nights filled with visions of his simple smile and others occupied with erotic moments of shared passion. But each time she allowed herself that brief moment, that blip of curiosity wondering what if things had gone differently, she paid a steep price. Days of painful heartache and melancholy always followed. The kind of hurt and sadness that brought her to tears. Wreckages from her past she wished she could wipe clean from her memory.


  Moving in a slow motion, she trudged back to the room she’d slept in. Opening the armoire, she found her red dress hanging alongside several of her favorite tops, jeans, and a black bikini. Boots and shoes for every outdoor occasion were stacked neatly on the bottom two shelves of the compartmentalized make-shift closet. Another wave of uncertainty rolled through her stomach. “These are from my closet.”


  She pulled open the top drawer. Anger flourished finding bras, and panties as well as a few pieces of her special lingerie. Her lip lifted into a snarl. Reaching in for a pair of silky leopard print panties exposed another of her favorite goodies. Mr. Fucking Perfect, her climactic pleasure toy of choice, guaranteed to bring pulsating satisfaction every time, lay nestled between her undies.


  “Oh. My. God.” Her eyes darted around the room making sure no one was watching. She could feel the heat throbbing in her cheeks. “Oh, this is not cool. What the hell?”


  Roughly snatching an outfit from the hangers, Carrie Ann marched to the bathroom to get dressed. She shoved her fingers into her hair, raking through the leftover up-do. Her overnight bag sat on the counter. Half terrified to look inside, she forced herself to yank on the zipper.


  “Fuck. Fuckity-fuck.” A catalog of colors, red and pink polish, filled half the tote. A flash of panic ensued, instantly compelling her gaze to drop to her feet. She huffed out a sigh of relief noting no change in her toenail polish. The man had a serious crush on her feet.


  Dragging a toothbrush across her teeth, she yanked the oversized knit cranberry sweater over her head and threw on a pair of skinny jeans. She splashed water on her face, thumbing over the smudged mascara and leftover party face. Mounting fury and humiliation did a dangerous dance inside her, morphing into an explosive cocktail of tenacity. She crammed her feet into her boots, tying the laces with lethal force.


  Carrie Ann marched out the back door heading for a barn fifty yards from the cabin. Drops of cool water pelted her face and cheeks. With every grinding step came another blow of fury. Where was she? Why didn’t she remember anything? Why the hell was she naked? The last thought was almost a given…they’d obviously had sex. And they’d most definitely slept in the same bed.


  By the time she reached the barn, rage charged through her veins. Aspen scampered ahead, darting through a doggie door. Burying her shame in a fractious show of obstinacy, she yanked the door and stormed inside.


  She wasn’t sure what she expected to find walking into the barn, maybe horses, cows, chickens, or even a tractor, but this was anything but rural. The decked out living quarters looked more like a collaboration of rustic mountain man retreat meets urban man cave heaven, featured in the pages of Architectural Digest. Her observation only made it as far as the pool table covered in camel felt before landing on Summer’s long lean form stretched out on the plush dark sofa, sound asleep. His long bare feet hung off the edge of the couch crossed at the ankles. One hand cupped his crotch the other draped behind his head. The sight of him, relaxed and rumpled, caused her heart to thud.


  Aspen made a beeline for him. She shook the water from her coat and plopped her paws on the edge of the rusty red cushion. Her tail wiggled feverishly back-and-forth, happily licking Summer’s slumbering face.


  “Hey, girl.” She heard him say groggily, curling his fingers over the pups wet floppy ears. The hammering of her pulse nearly drowned out his voice.


  Their gazes clashed.


  He lifted his head from the chenille throw pillow. A mixture of relief and concern etched across his face, softening the worry lines near his eyes. A burning sensation struck deep within her belly. Carrie Ann was so pissed, she worked herself into a hot mess desperate to confront him. However, once inside, a feeling of dread swarmed her head and stomach, mortified by what she’d done in a drunken stupor.


  His eyes remained fixed, raising to his feet. He looked disheveled and warm, wearing a grey T-shirt over a white thermal and worn pair of jeans. The top buttons undone. The mere sight stole her breath from her lungs sending a rush of blood rocketing through her pulse.


  As he crossed the room, puppy at his heels, a thick lump of shame caught in her throat. Summer stared at her silently for a moment. She could barely find the courage to look at him. A subtle smile crossed his lips, giving a non-verbal exchange of hello.


  “Morning, Red.” He swallowed before clearing his throat. “Actually, I guess it’s already afternoon.”


  Struggling to keep the vulnerability from seeping through the cracks in her voice, she snapped, “I don’t really give a shit what time of day it is, Summer. Where the hell am I?”


  His brow lifted, looking entertained by her anger. He replied vaguely, “This is my place.”


  The air sizzled with intensity.


  “And where exactly might that be?” she questioned tersely. Her nose wrinkled into a snarl. “Cause we sure as hell aren’t in California.”


  “You’re safe.” A mocking smile of assurance touched his lips. “And you should be damn thankful.”


  “Thankful?” Her eyes narrowed bolstering a hearty dose of distain. “What did you do to me?”


  The humor lingering at the corners of his mouth, bolted. “What did I do to you? You should really try talking a little nicer to me, Carrie Ann.”


  “Just because you paid some absurd amount of money for a date…which by the way that was complete bullshit…that doesn’t give you the right to just just…take me! You act like you own me! Like we’re together!”


  “Possession is nine tenths of the law.”


  The mere idea of him possessing her flooded her with a bizarre unpredicted rush of arousal. The visceral response infuriated her. She threw back her shoulders, propelling her girls upward, sassily casting her hands in front of her breasts in a throw-down manner. “You are not possessing any of this!”


  His gaze didn’t move from hers. “We’ll see about that.”


  “Like hell we will.” Thrusting her palm forward, she demanded, “Give me the car keys. I want out of here.”


  Bruising shadows hollowed the thin skin beneath Summer’s eyes. His patience was wearing thin through the cracks in his raised voice, “The keys? You want the keys?”


  Surprised by his agitation, her eyes fluttered in reply. She couldn’t manage a single word.


  He cut toward her and she stumbled back a half step. Summer’s amber eyes beaded and jaw set taut, clearly insulted that she would be apprehensive of him. Softening his stance, for a millisecond, he took her by the arm, abruptly pulling her toward the window. “I hope you have a pilot’s license.”


  A small, but sleek, aircraft sat at the end of a long runway not too far from the cabin. Its gold and white body glistened in the pouring rain. Her thwarted confidence sank a little lower as a dozen more unanswered questions began to pile up higher than her mind could process. Worries and concerns mounted, crossing the line into terrified, making her feel helpless. Deserted was not a place her mind liked to visit, especially when it came to Summer. It sparked a nasty attitude deep inside her sub-conscious, flipping a bitch switch that rarely raised its ugly head.


  “You’re fucking kidding me, right?”


  “Nope!” Aggravation lay just beneath the surface of his fine clothing. She could feel tremors rolling off him in waves.


  “This is bordering on kidnapping, Summer!”


  “I beg to differ. I was thinking it bordered more along the lines of…hero status.”


  “Hero status my ass!” Deafening shrieks shot from her mouth like an archer’s arrow, piercing him straight in the chest. “You can beg all you want, but it’s still not happening. I want to go home. Now!”


  “Well, this storm front is supposed to last for a week, so you might as well settle in.” His tone cut deep at the edges.


  “A week?” she shouted.


  “You wanted to come with me.”


  “No way in hell am I staying here with you for a week.”


  “Oh for Christ’s sake, Red. Calm your tits.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “You know what? You’re excused,” he growled through blade thin lips. All pretense of calm vanished. Every ounce of composure fled the building. His eyes narrowed into a hard squint. “Get out!”


  Her mouth fell open with a loud gasp. Appalled by the direct command, her face screwed into a severe case of pissed off.


  “I mean it, Carrie Ann. Don’t fucking come back in here till you can at least talk decent to me.” Anger spiked, painting his cheeks crimson. He jutted an index finger in her face. “I just endured the longest night of my fucking life for too many reasons to list. Go! Try coming back when you can be a little more civil…and not to mention grateful!”


  His voice was cold, flat and furious, chilling her to the bone. Ever muscle in her body quaked. She planted her feet to the floor, huffily crossing one arm over the other. Summer, looking every bit as angry, matching her tenacity with equal resolve. He gripped her upper arm, forcefully escorting her to the door in a heated rush.


  She squirmed and twisted attempting to jerk free, but his hold was unyielding. “What the…”


  Summer swung to door open with a loud bang and shoved her beyond the threshold. “Come find me when you calm down.”


  Daggers shot from her eyes. He responded with a cold hard stare of his own. Giving a quick snap of her head, she angled her chin upward in defiance and stormed toward the cabin.


  The thunderous boom of the door slamming behind her nearly jolted her out of her shoes. Carrie Ann stomped off, punishing the ground beneath her feet. Puddles of water splashed in her wake, soaking her jeans from the knees down.


  The sound of rain falling on the roof echoed in the forest and the smell of wet earth surrounded her labored breathing. Cool points of rain struck her face. She heard the door swing open, but she picked up her pace refusing to turn back.


  “And don’t go wandering off!” Apprehension vibrated his harsh warning. “I mean it, Carrie Ann! There’s bears up here! Don’t go past the tree line!”


  A blur of yellow brushed her left side, nudging her palm with a wet nose.


  “Do you hear me?”


  Never breaking stride, she thrust her hand straight above her head, flipping him a one fingered signal of I got it.


  “Aspen, c’mere girl,” he called.


  Carrie Ann glanced down at her fury friend. Droplets of water repelled from her golden blond fur as she bopped alongside her. Aspen tentatively took a quick look back at the barn, but remained by her side. She heard Summer mutter traitor before shutting the door.


  Rain slipped through the air in a delicate threadbare curtain. The dampness brought relief to the inferno brewing inside. Making her way past the cabin, puddles sloshed beneath her feet. A dark void shrouded her memory, but Carrie Ann was too stubborn and too angry to notice the sickening feeling free falling somewhere beneath her ribcage.


  She paused to palm the wetness from her face, peering out over the vast meadow and beyond. Hidden mountains and trees turned emerald green from the storm cradled by the gorge. Every direction she turned, the majestic beauty stretched as far as the thunder clouds would allow. Lush, tall grass and colorful flowers of golden, lavender and blue, bent over, weighed down by the summer showers. The sheer enormity breathtaking.


  Carrie Ann wasn’t sure how long she stood, breathing in the calm tranquility. She was soaked to the bone. Droplets fell from her nose and hair and her sweater sagged from saturation. Aspen turned circles, tail in mouth, floundering into a stumble. The pup gave a quick shiver the length of her body, shedding excess water.


  Rain fell harder now. The sound amplified into a pounding fury on the red tin roof. She scooped up Aspen, holding her close to her chest for warmth, which earned her several puppy kisses as she jogged back to the cabin.


  Kicking out of her boots at the back door, she headed straight for the shower, puppy in tow. After a long hot shower, she towel dried both their hair and fell into bed. Exhaustion forced her mind to settle.
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  Summer’s voice pulled her from a deep sleep. “You need to eat.”


  A dull light broke through the blackness consuming her room. Lifting her head from the pillow, a tall wide silhouette took up most of the doorway. Carrie Ann jolted upright, momentarily lost in the darkness. She’d totally lost track of time and where she was. “Summer?”


  “Yes, it’s me.” He pushed the door open a bit wider, illuminating her bed from the light in the hallway. “Come on, you need to eat something.”


  “Wait. I’m…I’m not dressed. I’ll be out in a minute,” she said pulling the cover higher. Aspen half leaped, half tumbled, down from the bed dashing through the open door.


  “I’ve already seen you naked,” he stated matter-of-factly. The tender sensual hum in his tone made every hormone in her body sizzle. “And I really don’t want my dog sleeping in bed with you.”


  Carrie Ann groaned. The last thing she needed was another mutiny from down below or a scolding. “Whatever. It’s not like I’m trying to—”


  “Let me try this again. Red,” he drew out her name mockingly. “Can you please keep Aspen off the bed and couches? I’m training her to sleep in her own dog bed. I know she’s adorable, but in a few months she’ll be full grown. Now, if you insist, throw some clothes on and come eat.”


  A grin flicked at the corners of her mouth. She totally softened. God, sometimes he knew exactly how to handle her. “Okay.”


  After slipping into a pair of black leggings and a powder blue V-neck T, she splashed some cold water on her face and made her way to the kitchen. Summer stood in front of the stove, barefoot, in a fresh white t-shirt and ancient black sweatpants sporting his red and yellow USC logo. The distinctive sizzle and smell of a fat juicy hamburger made her mouth water. Or at least that’s what she told herself, standing there holding her breath, examining the well exercised muscles of his back, flexing beneath the cotton fabric as he worked. The look of him, so relaxed and comfortable, tapped into some of her deepest most genuine memories. Though his wide shoulders still narrowed at the waist, his lean physique had filled out handsomely, seasoned with maturity. They young man she’d known so many years ago had become a man. And time had been very, very good to him.


  Carrie Ann quietly cleared her throat.


  He turned, blessing her with a potent dose of charisma wrapped into a warm soft smile. Summer walked toward her, ambling around the end of the kitchen island. She inconspicuously drew a breath of air through her nose, reveling in the fresh clean scent of male as he reached for a stool behind her, encouraging her to sit.


  “Are you hungry?”


  She gnawed on her lip, giving a small nod. A feeling of utter awkwardness married with an old acquainted comfort, easing her nerves a bit.


  He took his time wandering over her face, registering her mood. Stepping back into the kitchen, he flipped the switch on a sleek chrome blender. The high-spinning powerful motor devoured its contents, blending them into a vibrant green smoothie.


  “I see you still love to blend,” she half shouted over the loud noise. The puppy, already immune to the racket, barely lifted her head from her dog bed sitting in the corner.


  “Some things never change.” His whiskey-rich eyes held to her features. “Like you. Sitting in my kitchen with no make-up and your hair all wavy. You haven’t changed a bit.”


  Avoiding an oncoming compliment, she interrupted with a turned up nose, “What’s in that?”


  “This is for hangovers, so I’m not sure it will help. But it certainly can’t hurt.” He poured the creamy concoction into a glass.


  Slow to understand, a skeptical frown stretched across her face.


  “Spinach, coconut milk, banana, pineapple, and honey.”


  The effects of the night before still ravaged her body. Despite the color, she gladly raised the glass to her lips, hoping for any relief to the thumping at her temples and hint of nausea swirling in her stomach. The cold sweetness drew a yummy hum from her throat.


  Warily, he watched her with a slightly glazed expression. “Do you want to try talking about last night again?”


  There was nowhere to hide. Putting off the conversation would only delay the inevitable, not to mention the large black hole in her timeline was driving her crazy. Her eyes drifted to the grey grout filling the cracks between the square slate tiles covering the counter. She gave a small one-shoulder shrug.


  “I’ll take that as a yes. What were you drinking last night?”


  Feeling the penetration of his stare, she squared her shoulders and met his gaze. Being inundated with a profusion of embarrassment triggered a restrained insolence in her tone. “I only remember having two flutes of champagne. Not including whatever you must’ve given me.”


  “I gave you water and a shoulder to lean on…” A flash of smug complacency. “And hips to grind against. I also made sure you didn’t fall on your ass when you dropped it low.”


  Carrie Ann gasped in disbelief.


  Summer lifted his hands, pumping his open palms toward the ceiling. “Boom, boom, shake, shake, drop—”


  She shot him an outraged glance. Insinuation coated her voice, “I did not boom boom! Water my ass. What did you give me? Tequila? You know damn well I can’t drink that stuff!”


  A thin smirk straightened the curve from his lips. Both brows lifted with absolute resolve, stealing any doubt she had remaining.


  “I was trying to sober you up.”


  “Yeah. I bet you were. That way you wouldn’t feel guilty luring me into your plane. Hijacking me to the middle of nowhere. Just because you dropped a cool million—”


  “Oh yeah, that’s what I did,” his voice thickened, agitation gathered force. “You ought to be thanking me right now, Carrie Ann. Who knows where the fuck you would’ve wound up if I hadn’t been there.”


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


  “You don’t remember anything, do you?” He said through clenched teeth. “Tell me the last thing you remember.”


  A break in the rain left the cabin quiet except the sounds of their labored breathing. Rising anger broke across the bridge of his nose and cheeks, turning them crimson. Summer was livid, but the resentment wasn’t meant for her.


  “The last thing I remember was being at the auction. I was on the dance floor.”


  “With me or with him? That guy…Jason?”


  “We danced?” she croaked. Her head moved slowly back and forth, indicating uncertainty. “Wait, I remember seeing you. You were standing under a tree.”


  “Christ, Carrie Ann. That’s the last thing you remember?”


  Uneasiness mounted. She could only nod.


  “I debated on whether or not I should step in and stop you from making an ass out of yourself. You wrapped yourself around him, grinding on him…”


  “I didn’t. There’s no way I would do that. Especially at the auction…or with Jason.” Another round of humiliation scorched her face.


  “Boy-wonder was thoroughly enjoying the show. The way you moved against him made it perfectly clear you didn’t want anything to do with me, but you kept smiling at me the whole time.” He threw his hands wide, stretching the cotton fabric over his cut abdomen and chest. “Fuck, you pissed me off. I didn’t know if I should rip his head off or leave. Do you have any idea how infuriated I was watching you throw that shit in my face?”


  A vision of his tongue shoved down his co-star’s throat and her naked breasts pressed against him brought clear elucidation. Even after a decade, seeing him with another woman was still…gut wrenching.


  “Please tell me you didn’t get into a fight with him?


  A comical smile seasoned with a hint of arrogance tipped his lips. “I didn’t have to. You came to me.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, you literally left him standing alone in the middle of I’m Not the Only One and walked over to me. I’m not sure if walk would be the right terminology. Slink might be a better definition. You had some serious sultry swagger going on, Red.”


  Her fingers came to her lips, hiding her baffled incomprehension.


  “You apologized to him when he came after you. Sort of.” Summer snickered. “Telling him with a few pats on the hand, I’ve got no spark, Jason. Zilch! Nothing.”


  “Oh, dear God. Please tell me I didn’t really say that to him.”


  “Yes. Yes you did. Then you looked me up and down like you were going to eat me alive and said ‘Big spark!’” His fingers burst open in stiff points as he made a theatrical sound of a massive explosion. “If I hadn’t felt so fucking flattered…I might’ve damn near felt violated.”


  “Oh, God.”


  “Trust me, Red, that’s the least of your actions from the last twenty-four hours you should be embarrassed about”


  “Fuck. Fuckity-fuck,” slipped from her mouth in a horrified whisper. Sick feelings of panic and dread swam in her stomach.


  Summer traced his fingers over the shell of her ear. “You afraid?”


  Those two small words sent a deep shiver up her spine. Her pulse rocketed, keeping rhythm with the rain now falling on the tin roof. Tiny muscles near her nose twitched and contorted from the mounting emotions threatening to spill. In a daze of confusion, she felt the smooth warm flesh of his palm cup her jaw. The pad of his thumb ghosted over the crest of her cheek smearing the wetness.


  “Are you afraid you had sex with me?”


  Her chest rapidly lifted and lowered. A thousand questions gathered like dimples on a golf ball, stuck in the confines of her constricting throat. A slickness of tears blurred her vision, trickling into the crease between her cheek and his palm. Summer brought his face inches from hers. He cradled her face making another pass at the tears leaking from her eyes.


  Tears she swore she’d never shed in front of him again.


  Ever.


  Carrie Ann drew in a shaky breath, pulling back a bit from his solid form to put some much needed distance between them. She nodded in a slow despondent circle, indicating overwhelming confusion.


  A responsive look of empathy clouded his eyes…right before they glimmered with mischief. “Don’t worry that beautiful mind of yours, Red. I turned you down.”


  Summer released her jaw, eyes locked on her reaction as he took a step back. Oddly enough, she had to add the blow of rejection to the ever growing list of emotions shredding her gut. And it stung.


  “We didn’t…”


  “Have sex?” He interceded, saving her from her own discomfiture.


  “Why am I sore all over?” She rolled her shoulder gingerly, loosening the tension.


  “Whoop, whoop.” Summer raised his hands ceiling, giving them a quick pump. “As for the rest of your body…well…you gave it a workout.”


  Scorching heat flooded her cheeks turning them scarlet. She blinked repeatedly wrestling with her sub-conscious. He maneuvered his way through the kitchen flipping burgers onto two readied plates and forking spears of asparagus beside it.


  “What exactly does that mean? I have zero recollection.”


  “I didn’t have sex last night.” His emphasis hung on the singularity of the word I as he poked his thumb against the center of his chest. And then he did it. He blasted her with a full fledge cocky-mother-fucking heart stopping grin.


  Her eyes fell to the floor. Carrie Ann shifted awkwardly in her seat, squirming from one cheek to the other. She wasn’t even certain what day it was. Heat gathered beneath the thin layer of cotton clothing. Flames of embarrassment prickled the hollows of her cheeks. Finding her courage, she lifted her gaze only to find his face averted, hiding his smile.


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


  He refused to look up, fiddling with the burger toppings.


  “Summer?” A thin thread of mania riddled her labored breath.


  “It means…” Pushing a plate in front of her, he closed the gap between them. Summer’s grin was now abandoned. His gaze nailed to the rise and fall of her chest, indulging in a slow methodical assessment of her every movement. “You managed just fine all by yourself last night.”


  She didn’t think things could get any worse, but they did. Anxiety worked its way into a full blown panic attack, breaking over her flesh in a thousand pricks of heat. Heart palpitations spurred wildly in her chest.


  “I…I really don’t remember anything. I don’t even know where I am.” Words slipped from her mouth in an ache of whisper. Rationalization impeded apprehension. “So if you could please enlighten me a little, I would appreciate it.”


  “Do you really want to know?”


  His face remained over hers. A hint of pleasure clouded his whiskey eyes, chipping away at the years that had passed. Being near him still brought an internal comfort, she’d only been able to find in his presence. However, time still held the scars of the broken trust and painful heartache.


  “I’m not sure.”


  Keeping his easy gaze locked on her eyes, Summer clasped his hand around her wrist, lifting her fingers to his lush full lips. Her breath caught in a soft shaky gasp. A wave of unspeakable pleasure moved through her, rapt in the stunning vision of his mouth slowly taking her two fingers into his mouth. His searing hot tongue slipped between her fingers, sensually sucking and twisting.


  Heat spread across her chest. The tender place between her thighs began to ache and tighten making her wet. Her lips parted, leaning closer as if being drawn by a magnet. He stood so close the heat of their breaths mingled. Summer’s eyes, heavily lidded and filled with lust, never faltered from hers. He released her fingers, touching them to his lips with a kiss.


  “That was the extent of my participation last night. You insisted upon feeding me your sweet pussy during the flight here. In between begging, begging me, Red, to pull over so I could fuck you.”


  She tried to swallow but had no saliva, her throat dry from panting. Carrie Ann collected her trembling fingers. Her hands wrung together into a ball. “I did not,” she whispered feebly.


  Summer hooked an index finger beneath her chin, forcing her to face him. He let loose a small rogue smile. She could feel the lines of apprehension etching deep into her forehead, shaking her head in dismay. His left eyebrow twitching upward giving absolute confirmation.


  “Oh, my God.”


  “You said that too. Several times. Each time you crested your peak.” he added. “And when did you become such a dirty little talker? The Carrie Ann I remember never talked like that.”


  “I’m not. I mean…I don’t.” Carrie Ann really didn’t want to know what she’d said, but before she could stop herself she questioned warily, “What did I say?”


  Burying a brazen grin behind his burger, he said, “You should eat.”


  A cold numbness rushed through her veins. Pinching a spear of asparagus between her fingers, she asked, “I’m so confused. Does anybody know where I am?”


  “We spoke with your assistant before leaving the auction. You’re on vacation…or at least that’s what you told me a dozen times. I’m assuming that’s true because Sara rattled off a check list of her responsibilities for the next few days. I texted Shayla a few times to let her know we were together and going on a million dollar vacation.”


  Mouth full of burger, her eyes broadened in a questioning manner.


  “Hey, don’t even look at me like that. You were totally into me, Carrie Ann. You were like, ‘Oh, my God. We need to call Shayla. She’s gonna freak out.’” He shrugged innocently. “I figured you had a buzz from the champagne, but I didn’t realize you’d been drugged till after we got in the air.”


  “Drugged?” she choked.


  “Definitely. That guy, Jason, must’ve roofied your drink. I should’ve kicked his ass.”


  “There’s no way. Jason wouldn’t do that. He’s friends with my father. Why would he risk doing that?”


  “To get in your fucking pants, that’s why!” Dense muscles corded down his forearm, balling his hand into a fist. “By the way I guess now’s as good as time as any to tell you…you phoned your father from the airport to tell him you were going on vacation with me for a week.”


  It took every muscle in her esophagus, and three tries, to swallow back the acid burning in her throat. “Shit. As if things couldn’t get any worse.”


  “Yeah, that’s about how it went down. I guess you could say he wasn’t very happy.”


  Summer’s face was hard and shadowed. She knew he was furious, but hid it. The magnitude of the last twenty hours weighed on her shoulders like a wet blanket. She felt drained and exhausted. They sat in silence, each taking a few bites.


  “What did he say?”


  He slid her a slow, very telling, sideways glance of repugnance. After a few moments of quiet, he snickered triumphantly, “You told him you felt like a million bucks.”


  She couldn’t hold back a smile. When Summer’s football career fell apart, people on the outside only saw the final collapse. Her father stood at the front of the ‘I told you so’ line, joyfully watching him implode. A drunken photo, a fight outside a sports bar, the angry ESPN interview. No one saw the slow private decay of the man. No one except Carrie Ann. She felt helpless, left to watch as the man she loved and so badly tried to help, suffer through an excruciating inner turmoil that nearly ruined him.


  The only future Summer had ever dreamed of was ripped from his grasp in one devastating moment on the twenty-five yard line. His entire career gone in the matter of seconds. Fame and fortune paled in comparison to the despondency he endured losing the one thing in his life that mattered most. Football. He loved the game. Growing up in rural Illinois, he excelled under the Friday night lights. Summer exceeded everyone’s expectations, receiving a full-ride scholarship to USC. It wasn’t merely his family cheering him on, it was an entire community. Losing the most prominent thing in Ryan Summer’s life, eroded away at his soul. It dug deep, erasing the man he thought he was destined to be.


  An underlying energy hung between them. She remained quiet watching him clean up the kitchen, following him into the living room when he finished.


  “Thank you for dinner.” She tucked a foot beneath her bum, snuggling into the rich leather sofa.


  “Stomach feeling any better?” he asked, stacking three logs with precision and striking the lighter to what looked like a cupcake made from wood chips and sawdust. Summer raised to his full height, stretching an arm out, pressing his palm against the mantel. Colored shadows of the rising flame, danced against his masculine frame.


  “Yeah. My throat’s still a little sore.” She scowled. “How did you know I had a sore throat?”


  “You threw up.” He said matter-of-factly. “In my plane. On the runway. In the bathroom. I just assumed you’d be feeling pretty awful today.”


  “Oh, man.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “I keep thinking this can’t get any worse, but…I’m so sorry.”


  “It’s okay. That was the easiest part of the whole flight. Telling you no repeatedly was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do.”


  Examining her stunned expression, he mercifully remained quiet, lowering himself to the other end of the sofa. She wasn’t ready to even ask or know or absorb what occurred during the flight.


  “Do you really think I was roofied?” Even as the question left her lips, Carrie Ann knew the answer was yes. She found it difficult to imagine Jason would drug her. It just didn’t add up. “It could’ve been anyone.”


  “He’s the one who handed you the drink, Carrie Ann. There’s no doubt in my mind it was him.”


  “I wonder how long it stays in my system. I should probably get blood work done when I get home.”


  “By the time we get back next week, it’ll be out of your system.”


  The haughty lop-sided grin hanging at the edge of his mouth evoked a visceral defiance. “I am not staying here with you for a week, Summer. I don’t know what I said earlier, but that doesn’t count. You can’t seriously expect me to stay here.”


  Hearing Carrie Ann’s raised voice, Aspen came to her aid, plopping her front paws on the sofa cushion. Carrie Ann lifted her to her lap, receiving ten quick licks and twenty tail wiggles before setting her back on the floor. The pup stood on her hind legs stretching two paws on the leather again. Before Summer had time to scold her, Carrie Ann snapped her fingers, holding her palm out flat, inches from the puppy’s nose. Aspen responded instantly to her direction by sitting on command, drawing a mystified frown from her master.


  “I hate to disappoint you, but you’re stuck here with me.” He didn’t look disappointed. “This storm has us stranded and it’s expected to be socked in for days. I’m on vacation. You wanted to come. Actually, you came multiple times.”


  Cocky. Mother. Fucker.


  “You insisted on vacationing together, claiming it was fate.” Easing closer, he stretched a beefy arm across the top of the sofa, twisting to tuck a bare foot under his other thigh. “And before you sit there and get all pissed off, you should know that whatever drug you were given might as well have been called truth serum, because last night you, Carrie Ann Lowell, were a very open book.”


  The weighted air between them crackled with emotion. Wearing her heart on her sleeve to expose the softer-side was not in her temperament. She preferred to keep it locked away in a vault for safe keeping. A sense of panic swelled in her chest wondering how much she revealed. There was a piece of her past, buried deep inside, that she vowed never to share with him.


  After having her heart filleted wide open by the only man she’d ever loved, Carrie Ann determinedly locked it away, keeping it safe from irrevocable damage. Trust was the one thing she expected from Summer. And he crushed any faith she had in him, robbing himself any chance he ever had with her. His reckless actions also ripped away her hopes and dreams, leaving her exposed and vulnerable. He wasn’t there when she needed him the most and the pain and loss she experienced was immeasurable. He left her no choice. She wrapped her shattered heart in armor and forced herself to move forward. Breathing, day after day. Month by month. Year after year. But even after all the time that had passed, she’d never truly healed.


  Simply being near him was excruciatingly difficult. Summer cast a spell on her, an easy charm that worked its way into every fiber of her being. She’d been through several relationships, more short term than long, and not one had been capable of replacing that feeling of complete captivation. He possessed the kind of powerful fascination and sex appeal that literally stole the breath from her lungs at times. The attraction carried far more weight than just sex. Summer held all the cards for Carrie Ann. He’d been the one man in her life who’d checked all the boxes. Including the box marked heartbreak.


  Being stuck in the middle of nowhere with Ryan Summer for days on end would be more than challenging for too many reasons to list. It would require much more than just good sense and practical reasoning to survive his presence. It would involve a severe case of unyielding stubbornness to survive.


  Deplorably, the rich, pleasing tone of his voice, all tender and sweet, poked holes in her armor. Carrie Ann struggled to fill her lungs with air. The knowledge of such fierce pleasure, warm and inviting, sitting within reach of her fingertips proved too much to bear. She wasn’t nearly as well-armed as she’d like to think, so she did the next best thing. Escape.


  “I’d tell you that I feel bad about bringing you here, but it would be a lie.” She heard him say rising to her feet. Feeling a bit lightheaded from hyperventilating, she stumbled over her feet. Summer’s long arm crossed in front of her, cradling the dip near her hip for support and to block her departure. “Where you going? You okay?”


  “I’m going to bed, Summer,” she said, keeping her stare straight.


  Without any effort whatsoever, he tugged her into the crook of his lap. Her bottom nestled into the pocket between his muscular thighs filling her with sizzling heat. Unable look at him, fearing she’d cave, Carrie Ann stared over his shoulder at the orange flames licking around the barked edges of the round logs.


  “We need to talk, Red.” His strong fingers swept down the length of her arms, circling his thumbs over the soft flesh of her palms. She remained rigid, refusing to soften. “We shared a bed last night. You can sleep with me, if you’d like. I promise I’ll behave…if you’d like.”


  The fire felt as if it was scorching her face from across the room. Her eyes beaded precariously, locking on his like daggers.


  “I take it that’s a no.”


  “That’s a hell no.”


  Glimpsing the painful sting she’d just delivered, hidden in his eyes, her heart swiftly rocked from anger to remorse.


  “Look, it’s been a long day or night or whatever the hell time it is. I’ve been drugged, flown to who knows where in the middle of I don’t know. I’ve thrown up in front of you…how special is that? Apparently, we slept together and I’m fairly certain at some point in the very near future you’re going to inform me of some very…embarrassing, horrifying decisions I’ve unconsciously made over the last twenty-four hours. I’m exhausted and mortified and confused and I just want to sleep.”


  He continued to sweep his hands up and down her arms, pausing to lift her from his lap bringing both of them to their feet. “The only thing I would call horrifying about last night was the fact that someone drugged you, and it’s not the first time I’ve seen you puke. Everything else was…beautiful.” His eyes glazed over right before his lids dusted shut, reveling in the recollection.


  Carrie Ann raised both hands in pleading fashion, pressing an index finger to her lips. Perspiration gathered beneath the cotton fabric of her shirt. Without saying a word, she ducked her head and ambled toward her room.


  “Red,” he called out as she headed to her room. “You’re in Montana.”


  
    Chapter Seven

  


  [image: ‡]‡


  “Ugg,” she groaned, catching a whiff of Frito scented puppy paws shoved in her face. Aspen stretched with a shiver taking up half her pillow. “You’re gonna get me in trouble, girl. You’re not supposed to be up here.”


  Carrie Ann climbed out of bed and Aspen turned a few circles before settling into the pre-heated comfy spot. Rain streaked across the window horizontally. The sound of water pouring off the roof and pummeling the ground beyond the glass, filled her quiet room. She gave a quick kiss to the top of Aspen’s nose, before leaving her to shower and get dressed.


  Soft bluesy music lingered throughout the empty cabin as she made her way toward the kitchen. All remnants of her drug induced hangover were gone, replaced with famished hunger. Opening the mirror-finished fridge, she found a note taped to a mini blender.


  Morning, Red


  I made your favorite


  It’s ready to drink just give it a quick blend


  Help yourself to whatever you’d like


  S


  Flipping the single serving container atop the blender, Carrie Ann noted three ripe pineapples lined up along the counter next to a canister of vanilla protein powder. Heat flushed her cheeks. Her pulse picked up pace as her mind flew straight to the gutter.


  “Pineapple? Arrogant little prick.” Her head bobbled back and forth sassily, recalling the look on his face when she’d told him of an article she’d read that identified the delicious golden fruit as the number one way to make a man’s cum taste sweeter. Peering down at Aspen, she scoffed through gritted teeth, “He’s out of his mind if he thinks I’m giving him a blowjob.”


  A loud ruckus coming from the patio caught their attention. Aspen barked twice, making a beeline for the door. Slipping into her shiny black rain boots beside the door, she grabbed a jacket hanging on an antler rack and stepped outside. The smell of smoky cedar rising from the chimney mixed with earthy rain reminded her of a beach bonfire. Thick ominous clouds hung low over the valley, shrouding the mountains beyond the tall evergreen trees.


  Carrie Ann paused, listening for direction. Following the whack, thud, thud she moseyed beneath the wraparound porch. Aspen’s lanky body still held onto its puppy plumpness, trotting alongside in a smooth well-coordinated gait.


  Rounding the far side of the cabin, she spotted a t-shirt draped over the branch of a tree. Summer stood, shirtless and glistening, chopping wood beneath the bows of a huge evergreen. Dark denim molded perfectly to his hips and thighs, hanging low around his waist, exposing a sun-kissed tan line and obvious lack of boxers.


  She turned away from the gorgeous sight. It hurt too much to look at him, but she found it impossible not to turn back. Elongated muscles flanking his spine, flexed and corded, as he swung the axe over his head in one smooth move, slicing through a log perched on a tree stump. The log split in the center, flying off the stump into two piles. The compelling scene of rugged masculinity made her toes curl.


  Aspen grabbed hold of a deflated football lying on the wooden porch and darted toward him. Her bark filled with gusto, behind a mouthful of brown leather. A lazy smile slumbered across his face, reaching down giving her a head rub before tossing the ball.


  Catching a glimpse of Carrie Ann, he stuck the blade of the axe into the stump with a loud whack. Summer wiped the remnants of loose bark and splinters of wood from his forearms and stomach, leaving a trail of smeared grime along his wet glistening skin.


  The vision of his well-exercised body, wet and dirty, weakened her tenacity one cut ab at a time. Bending to gather an armful of firewood, his stomach contracted, showing off yet another row of defined muscle. She couldn’t stop the goofy grin from gathering at the edge of her lips as he approached.


  “Morning,” she said breathily.


  He ambled by her, adding the freshly split lumber to a large stack of firewood lined up against the cabin. “Morning, beautiful.”


  The direct compliment caused a brief internal struggle between her conscience and temptation. The little guy with horns and a tail sitting on her left shoulder, encouraged her to say Thank you, tell me more. While the winged guardian on the right insisted Set him straight. However, the disgruntled hooha riding dead center between her thighs seemed to be honing in on the lead waving frantically saying, Hello, my old friend.


  Feeling a bit timid, she tucked a dark strand of hair behind her ear. Tipping her head to the left, she slyly inspected his strong thighs and firm ass as he stacked the last log.


  Fuck, he looked tantalizing.


  And he damn well knew it.


  Summer sauntered straight toward her. His low rise jeans accentuated his V, framing his package, as if artfully presenting an exquisite meal at a fine dining establishment.


  His gaze fell upon her face, slowly taking her in. “Sleep good?”


  “Yes,” she gulped a swig of the pale yellow drink. “Did you?”


  “Nah. I was lonely.” His eyes smiled from his cheeks. “You’ve stolen my best buddy. She usually sleeps right beside my bed, but she hasn’t left your side since we got here. How’s your smoothie? I added powdered protein, hope that’s okay?”


  Protein? Ha ha very funny. Jerk! There was a time in her life when nothing would’ve given her more pleasure than to go down on him, take him in, taste every inch of him. Carrie Ann had always been a fan of oral, but it bordered on an obsession when it came to Summer. She’d never quite understood why she loved it so much more with him, but something about him was insanely divine. They shared a deep sensual connection that penetrated her soul with contentment.


  Until he screwed up.


  Playing chess with Summer could prove to be far too risky, but the need to put him in check escalated. She countered boldly, mustering a snide, but wispy voice, “Umm, delicious.”


  It was a dangerous maneuver, but it was worth a try. Or at least that’s what she told herself. Judging by the satisfaction darkening his eyes, it only encouraged him. His focus locked on her lips sending a pleasant shudder through her.


  “Pineapple’s your favorite.” A hungriness flickered in his eyes. “You reminded me several times on the way here. You even grabbed an extra from your place when we stopped to get your things. Insisted we’d be needing it.”


  Checkmate.


  Fuck! Fuckity-fuck!


  Testing the man was like playing with fire. It would only get her in trouble. Trouble she didn’t need. Trouble she didn’t want. Trouble she’d have a hard time turning down.


  Backing off a bit, she waved aimlessly at the log cabin and surrounding property. “How long have you had this place?”


  Understanding shone in his eyes. Damn him. Damn him for knowing me so well.


  “Okay, then. We’ll table the discussion of the flight here. For now.” Aspen drug the football, which was nearly as big as her, to his feet. He gave it another toss. “I bought it last year. Do you remember Redford from college?”


  She could scarcely breathe. “This was Redford’s place?”


  “It was his grandfather’s place. His health isn’t good, so he had to give up flying a few years ago. Luckily for me, he finally decided to let go of this place.”


  “Why do you want a place in the middle of nowhere? I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s beautiful. But being so far removed kinda limits the time you spend here, doesn’t it? How far is…”


  Her words trailed off watching as he held his hands under the rain cascading off the roof, using it to remove the dirt from his arms.


  “I love being in the middle of nowhere. The cabin is kinda small, but I think that’s part of its charm. Everything is top of the line. The barn’s more like a guesthouse. It’s got plenty of rooms for friends or family to stay.” A proud catch in his smile bared a thread of satisfaction. “Plus there’s a natural mineral pool. This place gets me away from all of the bullshit. I feel like I can breathe here. I need the balance in my life, everyday situations where people aren’t fucking catering to my every whim. Believe it or not, it’s nice to wash my own dishes, do my own laundry. Being normal is kind of a victory.”


  Carrie Ann couldn’t manage one word. The vision of him cupping two hands beneath the waterfall, and splashing it on his face made her feel as if she were in the middle of a very vivid dream. He raked his fingers through his thick short hair, leaving it in glossy chunks. Chill bumps raised across his skin. Water streamed down his glistening torso in silky ribbons.


  “When Tommy and I first started collaborating on the film he told me about this shack he’s got in Bora Bora. Let’s be honest…it’s Tommy, so I’m sure it’s no shack. It’s probably the most badass beach bungalow in French Polynesia. But, it’s a private island, totally off the grid. He swears it’s like stepping away from the world and leaving your worries with it.”


  His eyes glazed over, drifting off to some faraway place in mind, exposing a vein of adversity that came with fame and fortune. A ping of empathy knocked at the door to her heart. Living in the public eye undoubtedly came with its own breed of difficulties.


  “God, the way he describes it…total privacy, no media, no TV, no internet, no interruptions. Just nature at its finest…” Muscles near his eyes relaxed, softening the fine wrinkles. “And a woman he loves more than life by his side. Sounds like heaven. They love it.”


  His words carved through her heart, striking with precision. Her head slowly twisted side-to-side, taking in a full rotation of the vast dreamy piece of real estate before landing on her feet.


  Her feet planted on his porch in his private little piece of heaven.


  Carrie Ann frowned warily. Suddenly, the dampness saturating the air clung to her skin like a wool blanket on a winter day. He can’t possibly think that…


  “Then I ran into Redford one night at dinner. One thing led to another. A month later it was mine.” His tan muscular arms folded across his chest. “I tried to call you, but you didn’t pick up. Or call back.”


  “I remember,” she admitted quietly, shifting from one foot to the other. Over the years she’d ignored several calls, expecting to find an intoxicated Summer on the other end of the line. The risk of not being able to turn him down left her far too vulnerable. She didn’t trust herself or him for that matter. “Why did you call me?”


  “I was just thinking about you. Wanted to bring you here.”


  “Me?”


  “Yeah, you.” He seemed shocked by her surprised reaction. “Remember when we drove up to Big Sur for the weekend? We stayed at that great little cabin. The one with the hot springs?”


  The skin between her brows pinched into a deep groove. She definitely remembered. Big Sur was only one of many amazing weekend getaways they took, but it was the first time he told her that he loved her. A small smile warmed his face. Summer’s steady relaxed gaze lingered, provoking her responsiveness.


  “Maybe you should’ve considered bringing someone else instead of me.”


  He moved closer, lowering his face to hers. “Who would you prefer me to bring? Hmm? Tell me, Red. Because that’s not the tune you were singing on the way here.”


  Her common sense ignored the double question, yet her knees still wobbled. Tightening the safety net around her heart, she laid on a heavy dose of insinuation and sarcasm, bolstering a rejection. “Oh, I don’t know, Summer. Maybe a real girlfriend! Not one you had to kidnap.”


  He recoiled at her harshness, but quickly recovered. “You wanted to be here. And other women all have the same fuckin’ problem, Red.”


  “Let me guess. They’re all after your millions?”


  “That’s not the problem I’m referring to.”


  “Too beautiful? Too thin? Too crazy like that one voodoo chick you dated?” There was no need to go into detail. He knew exactly who she meant.


  “None of them are you, Carrie Ann.” His voice was soft and soothing, slipping past her defenses, caressing old wounds hidden deep inside.


  Every tiny muscle in her face softened. Heat rose from her heaving chest, striking fire to her cheeks. He inched closer, shifting restlessly, turning her heartbeat unruly. Energy spiked between them. She sensed his need to reach out and touch her, practically feeling his hands ghost over her flesh.


  Backing away slowly, she barely twisted her head once, indicating no. Her throat constricted, sealing her words into silence.


  “You don’t need to act all tough. It’s me you’re talking to, Carrie Ann. I see right through it. The only reason you’re being so stubborn is because you’re scared.”


  “That was a long time ago. You don’t know anything about me anymore.”


  “You’re wrong and you know it.” His tone gentled into a rasp. “I bet that if I slip my hand beneath your dress, there’d be clear evidence of your true feelings.”


  Carrie Ann’s jaw jutted forward and she seethed through gritted teeth, “I guarantee that if you even try to slip your hand anywhere near my panties…you’ll be crying like baby. And in an immeasurable amount of pain.”


  Her agitation only encouraged him. Easy charm clung lazily to his full lips. “Why don’t you try being a little more honest with your feelings, Carrie Ann?”


  “Me?” Her screech echoed through the basin, skipping through the range of mountains. “Remind me again. Why did we break up?”


  “If I remember correctly, you broke it off with me.”


  “Of course that’s how you’d remember it! Typical Summer. Blame it all on me!”


  Summer remained eerily calm. His piercing stare never left her face. He’d prepared for this, all of it, and suddenly she found herself at a complete disadvantage.


  “You want to know why?” Casting aside all humor, he sobered. “Because I lost my mind after losing football. I drank too much. I was an all-around jerk, Carrie Ann. I’d invested everything into football for my future…our future, and I hated myself for failing. I had no idea how the fuck I was going to give you the life you deserved. I pushed you out. I drove you away when you were trying to be there for me.”


  Stunned by his admission, wetness needled the corners of her eyes. “All I wanted was you. I never cared about anything else. The money, the fame, those were things you wanted.”


  “Back then…that was easy for you to say. You came from money. I had something to prove.”


  “I never asked…”


  “You never asked, but your father made it perfectly clear.” His voice refused to waver. Summer’s stare locked on her face. The amber in his eyes turning the color of honey behind his perfectly tan skin. “I lost the most important thing in my life…and it wasn’t football.”


  The urgency in his tone, the desperate need for her to understand, disarmed her. Fighting back the urge to immerse herself in his closeness, she pushed back tears. Channeling her defenses, she retorted tersely, “Funny how you seem to forget about me finding your dick shoved into some other chick’s navel.”


  “I’m not going to hash over this bullshit with you again, Carrie Ann.”


  His brazen attitude seemed designed to perpetuate the assumption they were an item.


  “Of course you’re not. Because you’re just as chicken shit now as you were back then! How bout you try the truth for once.”


  “I told you the truth a hundred times and you didn’t listen!” A long heavy silence lingered between them. “You want the truth?”


  “That would be a nice change.”


  “I never lied to you. Ever. I apologized a hundred times for something I had no control over.”


  “So, you’re still sticking to the ‘I swear. I woke up with my dick in some chick’s mouth and I thought it was you’ bullshit story?”


  “It’s not a story. I did think it was you…for a minute. Until I realized…”


  Unraveling at the seams, she unloaded on him, “Go ahead! Say it! This is my favorite fucking part…‘her blowjob just wasn’t as good as yours.’ God, you haven’t changed one bit!”


  Her voice shredded, lost to the heartbreak. She turned her back to him, refusing to let him witness the pain, raw and unprotected. His hands came to her shoulders. The pads of his fingers pressed into her flesh, raising the hair on her body to spiky points.


  “I realized it wasn’t you, because no other woman can make me feel the way you do. And you’re right…that still hasn’t changed. No one’s even come close.” The heat of his touch coaxed a small gasp from her lungs. “I went to bed alone that night. Yes, I was trashed, but I wasn’t even at the house party that night. You’d just broke things off with me the day before and I’d been drinking with my brother for two days. When his wife found us at the bar, she drove me home and left me on the lawn. The next thing I remember was waking up with…”


  “Yeah, well, I still don’t really give a rat’s ass about how you remember it.” Her stomach turned and twisted, wrenching at the memories that had trampled her heart. She held back the bile climbing up her throat. “When I walked into your room, you were kissing her…” Carrie Ann’s face scrunched in disgust and hands tangled around each other. “Your hands were shoved into her hair. And! Your dick was poking her in the stomach.”


  “She was kissing me. I was trying to get her off me.”


  “Whatever, Summer. It doesn’t matter anymore.”


  “Bullshit. It matters. Speaking of chicken shit…maybe you should take a look in the mirror. Because right at this very second you know damn well you want to be with me and you’re throwing it away. Why are you so scared to admit you want to be with me?”


  His soft voice pulled at the threads binding her heart. Carrie Ann was more than scared. She was terrified. A deep intimate conversation would only lead to rehashing the past, open old wounds, and threaten to reveal haunting secrets that were best left buried.


  “What’s it gonna take, Red? Hmm? You were an open fucking book when you were drugged. You may not remember it, but I heard every word. Loud and clear.” He spoke with such a quiet intensity that her eyes swung around to meet his. They burned bright of their own illumination, desire and longing in every color on full display. “Time is ticking by. I’m tired of fighting it. If we don’t fix this now, we’re going to grow old apart from each other because at one point or another one of us was too damn stubborn to admit we were wrong.”


  She felt trapped in the center of his attention, drowning in painful memories of the solitary confinement that followed their breakup. Grief and loss flooded to the surface. Tears sprung to her eyes. Clenching her fingers to the edges of her jacket, she wrapped it tightly around her body, charging off the porch into the pouring rain.


  The sound of his stomping feet, sloshed in a wake behind her.


  “This isn’t done, Red. We’re going to talk about what you said to me on the flight here. You can’t keep it tabled forever.” He came to an abrupt halt. His voice raised, yelling over the weather, “I can’t bring back yesterday, Carrie Ann! Neither one of us can. You’re not the only one with scars ya know. And there’s damn sure something you’re not telling me! So how about you try being honest…with yourself!”


  The storm brewing inside her body grew far darker than the one looming overhead. The wetness on her face had nothing to do with the rain. She stumbled blindly through a torrent of tears and thickets of long grass toward the steam rising above the hot springs not far from the cabin. Steam hovered at ledges of three natural waterfalls, pouring over the edge in sheets as hot water cascaded from one tier to the next, dropping into limestone soaking pools.


  Carefully, she scrambled over a few boulders, seeking shelter beneath the pines along the pond’s edge. Wiping excess water from a large flat rock, she lowered herself to the slick surface. Carrie Ann stripped off her boots, testing the temperature with the tips of her toes before dipping them into the healing waters. Aspen climbed into her lap, licking at the salty drops on her chin.


  She’d never been able to forgive Summer. He wasn’t there when she needed him the most. Nor could she escape the guilt she endured for the events following that marked day. Shayla was the only person who she dared to share her grief with. Her best friend refused to leave her side, helping her through the depression she suffered after the loss. Carrie Ann didn’t have the nerve to revisit the hopelessness she worked so hard to get past. The scar still rested too close to the surface.


  There was no time limit on the feelings. She still mourned for what had been stripped from her life. The numbness still haunted her soul like the veil of mist suspended above the hot mineral water, capable of vanishing in the slightest breeze yet always there, drifting and hovering in a transparent shroud.


  The fact that she’d never been able to move on to pursue a future with another man bothered her for years. She desperately wanted to find a love, deep and true, the kind that would last a lifetime. But, after Summer, she never let anyone get close enough to try. Not that she didn’t try to fall in love. She endured a few long term relationships, wished upon a shooting star, prayed for a good man, drank in her sadness with a one-night-stand, but nothing worked. Over time, her love for the Have A Heart Foundation filled the empty void, helping to heal her damaged heart. Or so she thought. Simply being near Summer brought back the disorienting feelings of shock and anger, aching for the love she’d lost.


  Shivering from head to toe, she cuddled Aspen to her front, sinking her feet further into the silky warmth. Carrie Ann sat there for what seemed like an hour, stroking Aspen’s fine golden fur turned wavy from the moisture thick air. Tiny clear droplets gathered on the tips of each needle sprouting from the branches suspended above the clear pond. Staring out, she watched them fall upon the water sending perfect ripples across the surface.


  The puppy rested the underneath of her neck on Carrie Ann’s chest peering up at her with chocolate eyes. One furry brow lifted and then the other, going back forth like a teeter-totter. She gave a small whine of concern, inching her cold nose higher.


  “It’s okay, girl,” she assured between sniffles, stroking her head.


  “No, it’s not okay.” Came a quiet husky voice from behind. The sweet sound caused her to crack. Her shoulders shook as another round of tears broke free. Summer hinged at the waist holding a large black umbrella above their heads. He offered her a hand, helping her to her feet. “Christ, I’m sorry. Please don’t cry. You know how much that kills me.”


  Without asking, without warning, without hesitation, he drew her into his chest. She stiffened against the solid masculinity, but her thoughts scattered yearning for the comfort and warmth he offered.


  Umbrella in hand, his forearm locked around her. She trembled a little as his free hand wrung the excess water from her sopping wet hair. Summer leaned in, trapping her chilled face between his cheek and palm, holding her there until heat of his flesh spread gradually through her limbs and below.


  Carrie Ann flinched as he reached for the buttons of her jacket. “What are you trying to do? Undress me again?”


  Summer removed her jacket, bundling her in a large dry towel. She refused to release the puppy, using her as a barrier between them. He handed off the umbrella, scooping her and Aspen into his strong arms. She let out a little shaky squeak, but her complaints were instantly silenced with one look, daring her to protest.


  “I didn’t undress you, Red. I suggested you change when we were at your place, but you mentioned something about it being a very Pretty Woman moment and insisted on wearing your gown.”


  “C..clearly, you did because I was naked when I woke up and…I could tell you s…slept with me.” Tenacity lost to the chattering of her teeth.


  “You undressed yourself during the flight.” Raising one eyebrow, he flashed her a small, but sympathetic smile. “You managed to put your heels back on…” he paused sucking in a shallow breath. “You claimed it was for me, but I’m pretty sure you enjoyed wearing them.”


  Her mind raced. Curiosity and concern grew into apprehension, rising into panic. Suddenly, her mouth felt like cotton. Her voice completely lost to the play of strained muscles near the dip where his shoulder met his neck. Releasing the breath she’d been holding, Carrie Ann surrendered to the exhaustion inundating her body, and rested her head on his chest. The rapid beat of his heart thumped against her ear.


  Damn he smelled delicious.


  The rising temperature of his body penetrated her clothing bringing a tingle of awareness to every point of contact. She tried to force her gaze away from his handsome features, but she hadn’t been this close to him in years. Intrigued by his seasoned attributes, she indulged in the fine lines sweeping from his eyes to his temples where she located a few grey hairs.


  Noticing her inquisitiveness his lips bowed upward. “Don’t be making fun of my chrome trim.”


  “I’m not,” she managed. Her breath wobbled before unloading another long tired breath.


  Entering the cabin, he kicked out of his boots, shimmied the slickers from her feet, set the pup on the floor, and hooked the handle of the umbrella on an antler. All the while cradling her in his strong arms. He padded across the hardwood floor in his stocking feet, dropping her in front of a roaring fire.


  “Get warm. I’ll get you some dry clothes.” He paused adding, “Will you please stop running off in the rain? You’re gonna get sick out there. Plus, you’re making me feel like a damn stalker staring out the window with binoculars.”


  Rubbing her hands together, she nodded an acknowledgement. Turning her back to the fire, she stuck her bum out, inching closer to the glowing flames. Carrie Ann lifting one foot then the other, slowly thawing her toes, bringing a dull stinging sensation to the tips.


  Summer rounded the corner appearing cozy and dry in pair of ocean blue twill pants and a fresh tee. The elastic waistband hung from his hips, drawstring undone and hanging from the front like an untied shoe-string. His long tan feet remained soundless, making his way toward her with a stack of dry clothes. The burning glow of the fire highlighted him in an exquisite contrast of colors.


  A devilish grin flicked the corner of his mouth catching sight of her bent over in front of the fireplace. The bright white smile, warmed her all the way to the core.


  “Here you go.”


  “These are yours. Did I bring any comfy clothes from my place?”


  “You were more interested in bringing your lingerie.”


  His eyes smothered in amusement. Witnessing a tremor of laughter jump in his chest, she could feel the color draining from her cheeks. His sneer ignited to a full blown haughty Summer smile. She knew he was fighting back a smart-ass remark. An image of her drawer popped into her head. Mr. Fucking Perfect.


  “Fuck. Fuckity-fuck.” Her grumble nearly inaudible. He opened his mouth, but she cut him off. “Don’t you dare say one damn thing right now. I mean it, Summer.”


  “Not saying a word,” he assured, raising the flat of his hands in a show of surrender. He didn’t have to. His smug obnoxious grin said it all. “I’ll make some coffee. You can change right here in front of the fire if you want.”


  Carrie Ann held her tongue, watching him disappear into the kitchen. Shedding her wet clothing, she slipped into the oversized flannel shirt and boxer briefs. She folded the loose waistband a few times, grumbling under her breath, “Seriously? I’ve gotta wear his boxers?”


  “You need some help in there?” he called out.


  “No! I don’t need any help.”


  This prompted a loud laugh from the kitchen. Carrie Ann settled into the over-sized club chair, wrapping herself in the plaid camp-style throw draped over the back. Noticing a narrow built-in bookcase in the corner, she leaned over the arm of the chair, skimming through the selection of murder mysteries and western romances, searching for something to spark her interest. The well-worn pages of western romance would have to do. She twisted the toggle on the cast-iron floor lamp and snuggled into the warm leather.


  Somewhere into the second chapter, Summer returned with a dark wooden serving tray. His gaze lingered over her toes before roving up her exposed leg as he set the tray on the ottoman beside her feet. Peering over the pages, she fixated on the way his shirt pulled snug over the natural flex of his muscle. She felt a low pang knock at the vacancy between her thighs making her toes curl.


  “I figured you’d be hungry.” The appetite burning in his eyes had nothing to do with the food.


  Edging forward in her seat, Carrie Ann caught a whiff of coffee and some sort of soup. Two deep red bowls were topped with diced avocados, tortilla strips, and a wedge of lime. Unable to mask her surprise, she questioned, “This smells delicious. Since when did you learn to cook?”


  “As much as I’d love to impress you right now I have to admit I still don’t cook.” He smiled. “I have a personal chef. He prepared all kinds of meals, so I can stock the freezer. This is one of my favorites. Grilled chicken tortilla soup with Tequila crema.”


  Summer squeezed the fresh lime over his bowl, grabbed a large spoon and lowered into the love seat beside her chair. Sharing the ottoman, he plopped his feet beside hers and went to work on his soup. Carrie Ann followed his lead. Ladling a spoonful, she blew on the broth, testing its heat with a careful sip. Sounds of appreciation hummed from her throat, devouring the spicy goodness.


  Summer gingerly caught her big toe between two of his, giving it a gentle squeeze.


  “We kissed,” he announced casually.


  “What?” she sputtered, choking on a chip.


  “I said, we kissed. Technically it might’ve been considered mauling. You were pretty rough. Left a mark.” The tip of his tongue flicked a spot on his bottom lip. Summer’s eyes bore into hers for a full five seconds before returning them to his soup.


  She could feel the blood leaching to her face. Carrie Ann opened her mouth to respond, but nothing came out. The longer she stalled, the more obnoxious his grin grew. Her nerves unraveled in laborious huffs bordering on grunts.


  “I don’t remember,” she groaned defensively.


  “I do.” Placing his empty bowl on the tray, he raised to his feet. “You cried too.”


  “I cried?”


  “Umm hmm.”


  Alarm bells sounded off, riddling her brain with warning. But before reason had a chance to sink in, she blurted, “Why was I crying?”


  Her eyes widened watching a full blown cocky mother fucking Summer smile grow to the size of ginormous. He’d set the trap and she stepped right smack into the middle of it.


  Leaning forward, he rested his palms on either arm of her chair. Muscles in his arms thickened and played, holding his weight above her. “You were very upset with me because I refused to let you give me a blow job. If you want the verbatim…you were a bit dejected when I wouldn’t let you ‘suck my cock’.”


  Denial tweaked every tiny muscle in her face, screwing it tight. She never used that word. Every time she tried, it brought on an onslaught of giggles. Talking dirty had always been impossible for her, preferring to use the terms I want to taste you or going down.


  Attempting to will it true, she mustered an insistent tone. “I. Did. Not.”


  Determination rolled off him in waves. He’d been far too patient waiting this long to get whatever happened that night off his chest. There was no place to hide. She sat tall and squared her shoulders. His amber eyes turned hazy as they drifted to her lips.


  “I actually felt sorry for myself. You have no idea how hard it was for me.” His voice faded to an achy rasp. Summer’s eyes rolled back. “Telling you no, physically fucking pained me. My heart hurts. My dick’s ready to explode. We kissed and held each other. You said things to me that I’ve dreamt of hearing for ten long years. And then Christ, Carrie Ann, when I realized you’d probably been drugged there was no way I could let it go any further. You cried, I mean really cried, when I told you no. You were so mad and upset…and then…”


  The pounding of her heart hammered in her eardrums. She squirmed, molding further into the cushion, bracing for the worst. Summer eased closer, two feet from her face. The vein in his neck, quickening with his pulse. Part of her wanted to sweep the whole incident under a big, gigantic rug. Unfortunately, part of her was dying to know what happened. And worse yet, a sensation of regret gathered in her chest, frustrated by the fact they’d kissed and she’d missed out on it. The man was a seriously good kisser. Face holding, hair gripper, all-consuming, cage rattling, heart soaring to the sky, kind of kisser. No, no, no! She considered bitch-slapping herself to knock the reality back into her senses.


  Her sanity began to tip, urgently needing to know how much she confessed.


  “What else?” she questioned in a small defensive tone.


  “Red…” he stammered, slowly shaking his head. “I couldn’t stop you. We’d both gotten worked up. I was trying to fly, but you undressed…you started touching yourself.”


  Carrie Ann needed to look anywhere but his eyes. Sinking lower into mortification, her eyes coasted down his body, inadvertently taking him in. Heavily aroused, his thick bulging column pulling at the top of his waistband. Her brows lifted, sub-consciously angling her chin, attempting a quick glimpse inside. A defined tan line dusted with dark hair fired off a round of contractions in her lower abdomen. It took all of her control to keep her hips from pulsing with the rhythm. Shamefully, she panted as a fine layer of perspiration gathered beneath her clothing.


  “There was no stopping you. I figured it was better for you to touch yourself than me. No matter how much I wanted you…want you…it wouldn’t have been right. At one point you were so pissed because I refused to participate you punched my arm.”


  “I hit you?” she cringed.


  “Yeah, you whacked the hell out of me because I wouldn’t pull over. Then you turned all sweet asking me to make love to you, touch you, taste you.”


  His hand slipped over hers. A low groan crooned from his throat, clasping two of her fingers in his.


  Oh. My. God. I seriously fed him my pussy.


  Embarrassment coursed through her in a deep tremor. Straightening his spine, he shook his head fiercely, ridding the vision from his eyes.


  Summer motioned to his hard-on nearly protruding out the top of his pants “Look at me! My dick’s so hard it won’t go down.”


  “Sorry.” She had no idea why she apologized, but she did.


  “Trust me. You’re not the least bit sorry. You’re just in complete denial.”


  “The last thing I’m in is denial. Just because I was drugged and…”


  “Don’t. Don’t do it, Red. I really don’t know how much more I can take. First you’re all over me, then you’re telling me….things, then you’re furious with me. The last thing I need right now is to feel anything else…unless it involves you in my arms.”


  A spike of heat caught her low in the gut. She didn’t know what things she’d said in the heat of the moment, but Carrie Ann knew one thing for certain. She didn’t want to hurt him. No matter what happened years ago, she carried a deep affection for the man standing in front of her. A rush of emotions spurred fire to the center of her chest. Her hands and arms felt encumbered, shackled to the chair by fear. Part of her yearned to reach for his hand, the other part terrified to touch him.


  “That’s not going to happen, Summer,” she said unsteadily.


  Pushing aside the tray, he kneeled before her half sitting on the edge of the ottoman. Staring out the window, shadows of light played against his profile. His strained silence filled her with electrifying awareness of the severity of the situation. He glanced down at her bare legs, pausing before closing his hands over her knees. Carrie Ann startled at the spark of warmth prickling her flesh. Her body tensed and trembled, fists curled into tight balls, feeling the pad of his thumbs turn lazy, telling circles near her inner thigh.


  “Red…” His smooth tone drew her eyes upward. His hands moved to her arms, stroking from her elbow to the thin pale skin of her wrists. “I’m smart enough not to push you. We both had a lot to say. Time’s already taken too much from each of us. All I’m asking is that you keep an open mind. Let your guard down a little.”


  An obscure cloak of anxieties fastened tightly around her heart. She wasn’t even aware she’d been holding her breath until a heavy exhale expelled from her lungs. Concern sifted through his eyes. Releasing another shuddery sigh, she unlocked her fingers, stretching them straight.


  “It’s been so long, Summer. Can’t we just be friends…for now?” Hearing the sound of her own voice, tenuous and indefinite, shocked her. She swallowed hard, pushing down the trepidation growing inside. “See how we feel?”


  “I don’t want to be your friend, Carrie Ann.” She heard him murmur. He raised to his feet, playing with her fingers before letting them loose, dropping his hand at his side. “I want to be your everything.”


  
    Chapter Eight
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  Summer gave her space for much of the afternoon, chopping enough firewood to last two seasons of the bitter Montana winter. Carrie Ann flipped through the pages of the western romance, but found it impossible to pay attention, constantly re-reading the pages. Her head and her heart were in an intense battle of tug-a-war, neither wanting to concede. Logic weighed in with a heavy hand yielding a wealth of reasons why she should say no. They had a history. Their relationship started off as a fairytale, but ended in a nightmare. However, merely being in his presence made her heart beat faster. The world seemed to list in perfect balance, producing a feeling of comfort she’d almost forgotten. And God knows, her vagina waited impatiently on the sidelines ready, willing and able to take on the challenge at any given notice. Closing the pages of the book against her chest, she laid her head back, peering up at the log beams. Right on cue, her old nemesis, guilt, moved to the forefront, nailing the doors to her heart shut.


  The clicking of puppy nails, echoed above the thunderous rain. Carrie Ann slid off the chair, sitting cross legged on the floor. She called the pup with a kiss of her lips, “C’mere girl.”


  Aspen bounded into the living room, muddy paws and all. Summer jogged right behind, scooping her into his arms before she dirtied the Indian rug spread across the wide plank floor. Rich bands of gold, brown, purple and maroon, weaved together, mimicking the colors of red cliffs at sunset.


  “Oops, sorry.”


  Aspen wiggled and whined. Her cute little paws darting in midair wanting to get to Carrie Ann.


  “That’s okay. I don’t blame her. If I didn’t think you’d slap me, I’d do the same thing.” He flashed a smile and she couldn’t help but return the grin. “Let me wash her paws off and you can have her.”


  A few minutes later, Aspen licked her face wildly. The earthy scent of the wet outdoors clung to her fur. Summer retrieved a rugged looking cell phone from his back pocket and placed it atop the low coffee table made from an old trunk. “Shayla wants you to give her a call.”


  “You have cell service way out here?”


  “I like to refer to it as a necessary evil, but yes, I have a satellite phone. I love being out here in the middle of nowhere, but it’s a critical lifeline to the rest of the world. I have cable too, but only in the barn. I didn’t want TV’s or computers in the cabin. It’s a digital detox zone. I should warn you…you might go through withdrawals.” A faint smile touched his lips. “I’m gonna hop in the shower.”


  “Okay.” Her voice wavered a bit, focusing her attention on Aspen. “Does she know what’s going on?”


  “Yes.”


  “Everything?”


  “I might’ve spared her some of the inflight service details…”


  She could feel her face flush. Judging by the gleam in his eyes, her discomfiture pleased him immensely.


  “You’ll get better reception near the window in the kitchen.”


  “Thanks,” she replied smugly. Carrie Ann dialed the familiar number, wandering into the kitchen.


  “Hello?”


  “Hey, Shay.”


  “Finally! How are you?”


  “I’m okay. Tired, I guess. I’ve been sleeping a lot. I’m not sure if it’s a reaction from the drug or if I was just exhausted from working so much the last few months.”


  “Probably both, and I wasn’t referring to your sleeping habits. Look, I’m not trying to discount the fact that you were drugged, but the last time Summer called, he was trippin’ out because you’d run off and were sitting by his pool in the pouring rain.”


  Carrie Ann rolled her eyes. “I was under a tree,” she replied mockingly.


  Binoculars sat on the windowsill above the sink. Lowering the dog to the floor, she raised to her tiptoes. She could see the farthest edge of the mineral pond beyond the grassy knoll.


  “Don’t give me that shit, Carrie Ann. I need to know if you’re okay. And so does Summer. He’s worried sick about you, thinking he’s lost his…” Shayla’s words trailed off.


  “Lost his what, Shay? Another chance with me? He hasn’t lost anything. He never had a second shot.”


  Shayla cleared the agitation from her throat. Ahem. “You’re always the one insisting we keep it real. Right? So this is me keeping it real and don’t even think about tabling this! When we spoke on the phone you were happily packing to go on your, and I quote, ‘million dollar vacation with the love of your life.’ I’m going out on limb here, but I’m guessing you don’t remember?”


  Drawing an insufferable amount of air through her nostrils, she hinged at the hips, exhaling as she propped her elbows against the chilly slate counter. Holding up her forehead with the palm of her hand, Carrie Ann shook her head. “No. I don’t.”


  “You were ridiculously happy,” Shayla paused, seemingly to make an attempt at masking her sniffles, but they resounded loud and clear, over the Pacific and half way around the country. “I have tried to stay out of this shit for too long. I’ve been there for both of you! Hurting on both sides. But it’s to the point where I just really…” Profuse emotions choked in her throat. “I really just want to kick your ass! You know that? You can sit there and pretend you don’t have any feelings for him, but I am here to clearly inform you that you do! In fact, you have deep feelings for him.” Her tone gathered strength. “You need to tell to him!”


  Caught off guard by Shayla’s outburst, she whispered shamefully, “You know I can’t, Shayla. He’ll never forgive me.”


  “There is nothing to forgive!” Tenderness filtered through her tone. “Do you remember what you told me when I realized that John was six years younger than me?”


  “That’s totally different, Shayla.”


  “It’s no different. I considered letting go of the best thing I’d ever had in my life because of a number! And do you know what you told me… everything happens for a reason.”


  “I can’t, Shay. It’s been too long. What would I say?”


  “You tell him the truth. He’s not just a boy with a nice set of abs, Carrie Ann.”


  “He never was.”


  “He’s a grown-ass man, a great man, who can handle the truth. What are the chances that you’d run into him, attend his premier, get drugged at your own event. And let’s not forget that the man laid out a cool million to simply spend time with you. I know, I know, it borders on desperate, but look at the lengths he’d readily go to. Who would do that?”


  John’s voice broke through the receiver in a quiet but firm undertone, “I would do it for Shay. Does that help?”


  “No, boy wonder! That doesn’t help. Stay out of it.”


  Shayla’s voice muffled, repeating Carrie Ann’s words of caution to her hubby. Aspen hightailed it down the hallway. She could hear Summer talking to the puppy sweetly in his bedroom.


  “He’s out of the shower. I gotta go, Shay.”


  “Can you please do me the favor of at least giving him a chance to say what’s on his mind?”


  “I already know what’s on his mind.”


  “After all these years and everything we’ve been through together…if you can’t listen to me…” aggravation elevated her tone. “You know what? I’m done. Figure it out for yourself.”


  The phone went dead in her ear.


  Carrie Ann held the phone out, blinking repeatedly, utterly dumbfounded. In a bit of a daze, she ambled toward the living room. Summer and Aspen were both down on all fours, facing each other in a standoff. Bottoms raised, they crouched like tigers, ready to pounce at any minute.


  “She hung up on me.”


  Without breaking his stalking position, Summer questioned, “Are you sure? Maybe you lost connection.”


  “No. I’m sure.”


  He pounced toward Aspen and she flopped to her back with a whimper. “Chicken,” he teased, rubbing her pink belly.


  “I’m not a chicken!”


  “Not you. The dog.” He seemed amused by her misunderstanding.


  Taking closer examination of his position struck a chord. The corner of her lip twitched as her gaze fell to his thighs, solid in muscle, rocking backward and resting on his calves. A smug smile touched his mouth, tracking her movements. Forcing one foot in front of the other, she swiftly made her way by him, sinking into her comfy chair.


  Pretending to read, she periodically peered above the cream colored pages watching the two pounce, roll, chase tail, and play dead. Both were content in their playful bonding time. After a while, the sound of soft rhythmic breathing kept time with the wind howling through the thick branches of the majestic pines. She glanced over her book. Heat painted her cheeks, striking flames to the lobes of her ears. Summer lay sprawled out on his back, sound asleep with Aspen curled in a ball, nose to tail, in the crook of his armpit. The endearing sight turned her heartbeat unruly.


  Unable to shy away from the scene, she quietly raised from the chair and tiptoed to her room. Returning with her phone, she snapped a few pictures. A strange ease of contentment, old and acquainted, simmered over her.


  He stirred, rolling to his side, pulling Aspen to his chest. Seeming to sense her nearness, Summer reached out, caressing her ankle. One heavy lid peeled open. His mouth bowed upward. “Whatcha doing, Red?”


  Not wanting to disturb his sleep, she whispered, “Just taking a picture. You two look so cute together.”


  His grin grew lazy and lopsided as his eyes drifted shut. His thumb turned a lumbering circle near her calf. “We’d look cuter if you were down here with us.”


  He made another pass over her skin before the tension slipped from his hand. The moment the warmth left her flesh, she suffered the distinct sense of melancholy. A profound feeling of loss she’d all but forgotten.


  Moving numbly toward the chair, Carrie Ann retrieved a throw pillow and blanket. She covered him from the waist down. Gently tapping him with the pillow, she encouraged him to lift his head. He managed to murmur thank you before dozing back to sleep.


  She didn’t know how long she’d stood beside them, paralyzed, watching them sleep, but it felt like forever. His handsome features, relaxed and peaceful, resembled the young man she knew before. Carrie took several deep breaths, searching for courage with each exhale. The burden of years of secrecy staking claim to her voice. “Summer,” came a hushed whisper. “I need to tell you something.”


  He responded with a soft snore.


  Licking her parched lips, she tried again. Her conscience desperately yearned to spill, but her affliction grew even stronger at the chance she might. The inner struggle verged on maddening. Carrie Ann opened her mouth, but a dry broken sob burned her throat stealing her words.


  She began to unravel at the seams. Her face crumpled and the tears broke free, streaming down her face. Swamped in despair, she went to her room, crawled in bed, and cried herself to sleep.
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  Carrie Ann laid awake in bed for hours waiting for the dawn to break. A lull in the falling rain beckoned her to the window as morning filtered through her room. The planked flooring still held its early morning chill as she traipsed to the window bundled in the comfy down blanket.


  The dark, ominous thunder clouds gathering on the horizon mirrored her sullen attitude. She’d slept straight through dinner, declining grumpily I’m not hungry when Summer tried to wake her. Stress knots gathered in her neck and shoulders. She stretched her neck from side-to-side and rolled her shoulders in broad circles, massaging the soreness with her fingers.


  Peering out the window, she watched the wet leaves on the tree shimmer in the wind. The white bark of the quaking aspen was stark in comparison to its vibrant green foliage. A dense fog hung above the soaking pools practically calling her name. Carrie Ann tossed the blanket on the bed and plodded toward the armoire. Flipping through the hangers, she managed to find her bikini…bottoms.


  “Whatever,” she grumbled, stripping out of his boxers and into her cheeky Brazilian cut bottoms.


  She brushed her teeth and piled her long dark hair on top of her head, looping a hair tie around the loose bun. Her reflection in the mirror wore puffy red eyes and bruising shadows hollowed the thin skin beneath.


  She hated crying.


  Quietly, she ventured into the kitchen wearing his oversized flannel shirt from the day before. Wandering into the living room, a cool draft wafted across the back of her bare legs causing her to shudder. There was no sign of Summer or Aspen and the fireplace held only a pile of grey ashes.


  Tiptoeing through the living room, she heard a noise coming from the hall. Twisting her neck, she noticed Summer’s door ajar. As she stepped into the hall, the corner post of his bed became visible through the six inch crack.


  Carrie Ann stopped dead in her tracks catching a glimpse of him lying on the bed. His back hard-pressed to the mattress and torso strained with exertion. A sensual awareness ripped through her, taking aback by the sight of his head thrown back, buried in his pillow as he pleasured himself. The veins in his neck were thick and pulsing, and his lips parted for breath. The lids of his eyes closed drowsily. Velvet lashes lay like crescents against his skin.


  Her tongue played over her open lips, craving the sweet taste of him, the clean masculine scent of him, the silky feel of his skin in her mouth.


  Silently, she shifted to one side so not to be seen, gripping to the wall for support, fearing her knees might buckle. The white linens made a glorious backdrop for his dark tan physique. His broad chest labored in breathing. Sinews and muscles flexed in a delicious rhythm, his movement sure and purposeful.


  Her nipples tightened and a low throbbing ache began to build between her thighs. She eased forward, hugging the wall, stretching her neck to see more. Her own heavy breathing bounced off the wall. Waves of moist heat fanned across her face.


  Grrr whoof whoof Aspen’s boisterous growl and bark boomed from the far side of his room.


  Carrie Ann nearly jumped out of her skin. She lurched to the side, hiding from their view. Both hands instantly covering her mouth to silence her panting. Not that it would matter. She was fairly certain Summer and the dog would be able to hear her heart slamming against her chest from all the way across the cabin.


  Her stare locked on the doorway, waiting for a shadow of movement. Before she had time to steal another peek the puppy barked again and again. Not letting up.


  “Fuck.” She heard a long groan of frustration. “Go on girl. Go lay down.”


  The sound of his body lifting from the mattress and several snarling curses, indicated no happy ending. Contractions bound her core in a tight relentless knot. She’d damn near climaxed. Confusion wracked her body, unsure if she were happy or unhappy about the outcome delivered to both of them. Fearing her legs might buckle, she stumbling down the hall, slipped on her boots and quietly snuck out the door.


  Crisp mountain air whipped against her face, bringing clarity to her head. The coolness stung her heated skin, covering her in goose bumps. Loneliness started to take hold of her heart. God, she missed men. The intimacy of kissing, holding hands, waking up next to a warm body. And talking. She missed long intimate conversations.


  Another round of waterworks burned the back of her eyes, threatening to break. Not gonna happen. With each step, her feet ground into the saturated earth, pounding out some of her frustrations.


  There’d been only one man who checked all the boxes in her life and he was just jacking off in the other room. Left to pleasure himself because she was too afraid to let her guard down. Too stubborn to even consider believing his bullshit.


  She’d drawn a definitive line in the sand that day and her pride wouldn’t dare cross it. No matter how painful her heart hurt. No matter how excruciating the longing. No matter how agonizing the fear of never knowing.


  Blades of tall grass tickled her legs and the pungent smell of sulfur permeated the air. She took off her rain boots and laid them sideways on a bench cut from a log. She unbuttoned the flannel shirt and slipped it from her shoulder, placing it atop the boots to stay dry.


  Though the mineral springs were natural, the pond had been designed to mimic the natural landscape and rock formations of the dramatic Montana mountain range. Carrie Ann gradually made her way down five huge granite steps placed precisely at one end of the pool to simulate the curves of an outdoor amphitheater. Mist swirled and eddied around her. The chilly vapor pulled her tender pink nipples taut.


  Smooth rounded pebbles felt good on her feet. The water, silky and clear, teased along her collarbone as she gingerly waded deeper. The luxurious healing water lapped at her chest promptly relaxing her stiff, sore shoulders.


  Carrie Ann crossed the pond, back-and-forth, with a lazy breast stroke. The change in her body temperature and release of fatigue caused her to feel light-headed and weak. Needing some cool air, she perched on top of a rectangular boulder, rising from the pool nearly flush to the water’s surface. Blood rushed to her skin, covering her body in a pink glow from the neck down. A clear indicator she’d been in the hot water too long.


  Her body felt relaxed, muscles loose and warm, but her mind spun wildly listening to the low groans of thunder in the far off distance. Lifting her feet to the edge of the boulder, she laid back, using her locked hands as a pillow. Her knees knocked, waggling her legs to and fro. God, he looks so good. Carrie Ann stared skyward, mesmerized by the ominous clouds moving quickly overhead, comparing them to her life.


  “What the hell…” A short scoring pause. “Are you doing?”


  A high pitched sound of surprise whooshed from her lungs. Carrie Ann jolted upright, half falling, half leaping, into the pond with a splash. All thoughts scattered from her brain and her pulse went crazy. Her petite hands flew to her breasts, barely covering her dark pink nipples. The beating of her heart, hard and steady, forceful inside her chest.


  “You scared the shit out of me.”


  Aspen shrunk to her belly hearing her loud shriek.


  “Are you just trying to fucking kill me, Carrie Ann,” Summer grumbled, his voice holding a savage note. He scowled, glowering in disbelief. “I saw the top of your head bobbing in the water, but I assumed you had a bathing suit on.”


  His eyes lingered with ravenous interest, drifting over her full, lush, buoyant breasts.


  Feeling vulnerable with nowhere to hide, she put on her invisible cloak of distain and slogged up the steps. Marching by him, she found it nearly impossible not to drink in the sight of his exquisitely masculine form in tight ocean-blue trunks.


  He looked sexy-as-hell, every inch carved and defined, like a scene straight from a James Bond movie. Minus his grey fluffy robe, opened and untied. The blue speedo-like suit left nothing to the imagination. Not that she needed to use her imagination. She didn’t even need to close her eyes. Carrie Ann knew exactly how stunning he was. Every single inch of him.


  Dodging left, he moved in front of her. His hands immediately found her shoulders, stealing her breath.


  “Please don’t go, Carrie Ann.” His tone was soft and urgent, sending a tingle to the pit of her stomach. “It’ll be difficult, but I’m sure I’ll manage.”


  Standing before him partially nude, a heady rush of sensation sprung to life, warmth seeped to her bones. “Maybe you should’ve packed my top along with my bottom, that way I could’ve stayed out here with you.”


  He touched her chin and lifted her face upward. “You packed your things.”


  “Whatever. It’s not like you haven’t seen them before.”


  Summer skewered her with a harsh stare. “Stop acting like you don’t feel the connection we share.”


  “That was a long time ago, Summer. You don’t know anything about me anymore.”


  “Ah, that’s where you’re wrong Red. I know exactly who you are. What you want. What makes you happy. You need a man who will want you for exactly who you are. Independent, hardworking, passionate, fun, bossy and as stubborn as the day is long…in Alaska.” In spite of his seriousness, she almost smiled. “You also need a man who’s confident enough to put you in your place occasionally.”


  “Don’t forget faithful,” she stabbed, whirling her back to him. Her breasts on display to the great outdoors reaching for her shirt. Thrusting each arm into the oversized sleeves, she busied herself with the buttons. High strung emotions caused her fingers to tremble, hindering her progress. “That man doesn’t exist.”


  She heard him make a scoffing sound as he latched his fingers around her wrist, turning her to face him. Her heart spurred into a frantic beat. His grip so gentle and caring that she had no chance at resisting him. The soft cotton fabric of her shirt listed open all the way to her navel and below. The slope of her full breasts fully exposed, yet he seemed enthralled with her face.


  “Our connection is far more than physical. We share a closeness, an intimacy that stretches beyond that of past lovers, Carrie Ann. Our bodies, our energy, we vibrate on the same frequency.” A familiar strain in his tone, low and ragged, flooded her with memories of long nights filled with passion and companionship. “Your laugh reaches the darkest, dustiest corners of my soul and brings it to life. When you’re near me my heart feels fuller. My breath comes easier. My smile…fuck…I can’t wipe it off my face when I’m near you. I connect with you on every level of my being, Carrie Ann.”


  “What are you? Some kind of inspirational relationship guru now?”


  He ignored the dig. “You make me fall for you…every…single…time just by the way you look at me.”


  Battling the oncoming waterworks burning the back of her eyes and nose, she willed her defenses, regarding him scornfully, “You just want a blow job or…or a fuck for the night.”


  His eyes broadened. Her crudeness surprised him more than it shocked herself.


  “Well, I do love the vision of your mouth wrapped around my cock.” He moved closer, coasting his fingers along the ridge of her jaw. “And I most certainly want to fuck you senseless.”


  “I’m sure you’ve knocked sense into plenty of women.”


  “Carrie Ann, I’ve never wanted to fuck another woman the way I want to fuck you.”


  Her lip curled, repulsed by his words. Summer was visibly shaking. She started to pull away from him, but he gripped her arms.


  “You’re also the only woman I can really talk to. And the woman I want to look into the future with. Plain and simple, Red. I just want you. Inside, outside, upside down and fucking sideways.” The demanding but gentle squeeze of his fingers around her biceps, drew a rush of breath from her lungs. A flash of belligerent male triumph ignited fire in his eyes. Apparently he was happy to have finally made his point. “Carrie Ann, you’re the only woman I want in my bed when I wake up every morning.”


  Rain began to fall from the sky in thin vertical threads, misting down on their faces. Strikes of cold water bounced off the quarried stone beneath her feet, splashing against her ankles.


  “Summer,” the edge of her voice beginning to crack.


  “I’m right here in front of you. Right now! Why can’t you just be honest with your feelings?”


  Fear, trust, desire, love, and her old adversary guilt, flashed out of control, a cautionary beacon of sure danger ahead. She didn’t have time to be reasonable. Or the courage.


  “I am being honest with my feelings.”


  The lie came out smoothly, but he wasn’t buying it. His hand slipped into hers, the simplest gesture of affection sent her heart into a sputter.


  “I’m tired of pretending. I’m tired of trying to force the puzzle pieces of my life together. They just don’t fit. You are the missing piece of my puzzle, Carrie Ann. It’s driving me crazy. Especially after…”


  A bellowing cry from the tree line interceded, gripping both of them with fear.


  “Aspen,” they said simultaneously.


  Summer bolted toward the whining howls, robe whipping behind him like a superhero cape. Damn he was fast. Carrie Ann threw on her boots and chased after him, boobs bouncing wildly with no concern. Adrenaline coursed through her veins fearing the worst. The pup’s cries getting louder with each yelp.


  By the time she caught up to Summer, he held Aspen to his chest with one hand. The other hand restrained her paws from scratching at her face. Winded from sprinting, Carrie Ann hinged at the waist, sucking in air. Half a dozen cream-colored sticks bore into Aspen’s snout.


  “Are those…”


  “Porcupine quills. Shh, it’s okay girl.” Worry coated his dry voice, giving kisses to the top of Aspen’s head.


  Carrie Ann moved in for the dog, yearning to comfort her cries, but Summer wouldn’t relinquish the pup. She stood on the sidelines, anxiously wringing her sweaty hands, waiting for her turn.


  Brows tucked tight in concern, he started for the barn. “We’ve got to get these out of her.”


  Compressing the spring of her breasts in the palm of her hands, Carrie Ann jogged alongside him, keeping pace with his long determined strides. “Take them out? How are we going to get them out?”


  Hearing her voice, Aspen thrashed and wiggled in his arms, whining to get to her. Carrie Ann gave no regard to her shirt, wide open and kiting behind her like a sail. She repeatedly attempted to reach for the dog, breasts bouncing freely with her stride. Summer glanced down at her, eyes quickly plunging to her boobs before meeting her gaze. Without stopping, he handed off the pup.


  “Meet me in the barn. I’ll see what I can find.”


  She snuggled Aspen tightly in her arms, minimizing the dog’s movement as Summer sprinted for the barn. Her whines drifted off, but her dark brown eyes darted and bulged in a pleading fashion. “It’s okay, girl. Your daddy’s gonna fix you up. He’s gonna make you all better.”


  Eleven barbed quills embedded in her nose and lips. It reminded Carrie Ann of a thick, bushy, walrus mustache she’d seen at an adventure park as a kid.


  Reaching the barn, a bottle of peroxide and a tube of antibiotic ointment sat beside a thick towel laid out on the bar top. Summer met her with a pair of green handled, flat jawed, pliers and a smaller more delicate pair of medical pliers used for clamping.


  “You’re going to have to hold her still while I pull them out.” His voice moderated, turning to sweet sugary honey, speaking to Aspen. “What were you thinking taking on a porcupine? Huh, you crazy little girl. I bet you don’t do that again.”


  His warm protective tone grabbed hold of a thin thread bound around her heart, tugging gently. Carrie Ann croaked, “Do you want me to lay her on the bar or should I hold her?”


  He snatched the towel, giving her a brief nod signaling her to lift the pup from her chest. She did as he asked, allowing him do tuck the cottony towel between them, his knuckles brushing the curve of her breast. A raspy groan gathered in his throat. “I swear, I think the two of you are trying to kill me.”


  Her lips pursed, smothering a tiny smile. “Sorry.”


  “Like hell you are.” He bent, lowering his face to Aspen’s. “This is gonna hurt a little, girl.”


  It took an hour to remove all the quills. Carrie Ann kept the pup as calm as possible. She held her tight, and gently covering her eyes while speaking softly near her floppy ear. Summer took extra precautions, grasping each quill at the base and yanking it out in one rapid motion, making sure not to break the barbs off inside.


  The painful process brought winces and tears to all three of them. After cleaning the wounds and filling the holes with ointment, Summer started a roaring fire. The large stone fireplace encompassed most of the wall, narrowing just above the thick slab mantel, and rising to the ceiling. Carrie Ann moved to a well-worn rocking chair recliner. She settled in, hanging her feet over the padded armrest. The tan leather molded to her body as it began to warm. Snuggling the exhausted pup to her chest, Carrie Ann thoroughly inspected Aspen’s nose and lips for any remaining fragments, hidden beneath the skin.


  At some point before the de-quilling procedure, Summer changed into a pair of faded worn jeans and an espresso brown thermal shirt. He stared at the flames, one arm stretched out long, palm gripping the mantel. Remorse visible in the slouch of his shoulders. “I’m not sure if I need a drink or breakfast. That almost requires a shot of whiskey. Maybe even tequila.”


  “If you want to hold her, I’ll make coffee. Got any Baileys?”


  “Baileys and whiskey sounds good. I think I’ve got some behind the bar.”


  “I’ll make breakfast too. I’ll blend whatever you’d like.”


  Summer approached her, racking his fingers through his cropped hair. “Nah, you wanna hold onto her and I’ll fix something? What are you hungry…”


  His words trailed off, studying the two girls cuddled in the rocking chair. Aspen sprawled out flat in the valley between her breasts, her battered nose nuzzled in the crook of Carrie Ann’s neck. Fine lines near the corner of his eyes softened. She noted a flicker of something, an unfamiliar emotion she’d never seen him wear before, clouding his eyes to the color of cognac. Her belly burned as if she’d already threw back a shot of whiskey.


  “What?” she questioned warily in a hush.


  The muscles of his throat forced a swallow. His gaze lingered over her legs. He paused, watching the movement of her feet, turning in small thoughtless circles. Summer’s mouth bowed south, shaking his head. “Nothing. No, I mean…it’s nothing, Red.”


  Glimpsing downward, she took quick inspection. She was still wearing his shirt, and even though it was only buttoned twice near the tail of the shirt, all of her naughty parts remained covered. The opened front pulled over the dog like a blanket.


  “It doesn’t look like nothing.”


  Seeming a bit entranced, he moved toward her, blindly reaching for a cashmere throw hanging over the couch and draping it over her bare legs.


  “What,” she asked again.


  “It’s just…you…you look beautiful.” His hand closed around her foot with a squeeze. “I mean really beautiful. Kind of…maternal or something with the dog laying there on your bare chest.”


  Carrie Ann’s lip twitched. Her face scrunched into a grimace as if he’d just delivered the worst insult imaginable. A hint of queasiness twisted in her gut.


  She had no idea how capable he was at reading her every expression. Sensing her sour reaction, he backtracked immediately, drawing both shoulders toward his ears.


  “I don’t know where the fuck that just came from.” Summer gave a quick, self-justifying, shake of his head. “But, I know one thing for certain, you’ve never looked more beautiful to me.”


  His words hit her like a gale force wind. She felt the color leaching from her face as a bitter arctic storm, brutal in its force, brewed inside. Her heart sinking so low she could feel her pulse clear down to her toes.


  Fighting back a full blown panic attack, she moved to her feet and peeled the sleeping pup from her chest, thrusting Aspen into his arms. She wasn’t even aware she was talking, but a muffled version of her voice hummed in her ears. “I’ll make breakfast.”


  “Carrie Ann,” he pleaded in a guttural voice. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine,” she answered despondently, oblivious to the tears already gathering in her eyes. Refusing to be in his presence for a second longer, she stomped out the door barefoot. Tremors wracked her body and uncontrollable emotions spilled down her face. She could scarcely breathe.


  “You’re not fine.”


  The blood raging through her veins made it hard for her to hear him, but she sensed his presence at her side. Catching her by the arm, he spun her to face him. Face averted, she firmly pressed the tips of her fingers to the sockets of her eyes, smearing away the show of weakness.


  “Yes, I am.” She wrapped the shirt tightly around her body, shrinking further into despair.


  “I’m trying to be patient. I need to understand why you’re so mad. I don’t even know if you understand why you’re so pissed at me right now. The other night…”


  One arm came around the small of her back. He cradled Aspen like a football between them. Summer bent his head and nuzzled his cheek near her temple. The heat of his breath tickled the shell of her ear. “Here, take her for a minute.”


  Without reluctance, she unlinked her fingers, smoothly accepting the handoff. The back of his knuckles swept along her jaw and neck. She sucked in a sharp breathe of air feeling his strong fingers delve into her loose bun, releasing the long dark layers with one easy motion. Loose, wavy locks pooled around her shoulders.


  He spoke against her hair, lips brushing her cheek. “Talk to me. Tell me what you want. I’ll do anything, Red.”


  With every breath, her chest expanded, trying to fill her lungs. She wanted to tell him that he couldn’t fix her, that part of her was broken and gone forever, and that he’d never forgive her, but the words refused to come. Anxiety tightened its grip, holding her concessions hostage.


  Summer’s lips wandered to the corner of her mouth, nudging and caressing. Warily, he eased his mouth over hers, as if asking for permission. She opened partially, timidly moving her mouth with his. Carrie Ann wanted to enjoy the kiss, the unbearable sweetness of his mouth, so much so that it perplexed her, but she couldn’t offer full consent. She was twisted up inside, torn by shame. Big tears rolled down her nose, gathering along the crease of their joined lips.


  Tasting the saline, he pulled back. Agony and confusion furrowed between his brows.


  “I know what you want, Summer. But I’m not the same woman anymore.”


  “I don’t understand what that means. You desperately wanted to be that woman the other night. I know you feel for me…you fucking told me so a dozen times. What’s the issue? I know it’s not that guy, Jason. You’ve had relationships…I’ve had relationships…they didn’t matter. None of them!”


  She pitched backward, bobbling out of his clutches. Summer took half a step back. His stance turned rigid, every muscle flexed with frustration. The desire in his eyes hit her with another jolt of sadness. Her heart throbbed painfully. She ached all over with desire. Carrie Ann knew he could have any woman he wanted. Countless threw themselves at him on a daily basis. She so badly wanted to say yes, but it would come with a cost. A payment of knowledge she couldn’t afford to disclose.


  “I can’t do this. I just need some space, Summer.”


  The stiffness in his posture yielded, his expression withdrawn. Words slipped out painfully from behind clenched teeth. “You’ve had your space for years.”


  “Just because you want to give us another shot doesn’t mean it’s going to automatically happen. Life doesn’t work that way. We don’t always get what we want.”


  “Don’t you dare try to turn this around. I know exactly how life works, Carrie Ann. I don’t need a fucking reminder.” Stuffing his hands into his pockets, he took a step toward her, piercing her with a hard stare. “And just because my career comes with a big bank account, doesn’t mean I have everything I want. I’ve scratched, I’ve clawed, I’ve worked my ass off to get where I am. Success, fame, fortune…none of it really matters. Because when I reached the top of the mountain I’m still not happy. What I want the most is something I have zero control over!” He threw his arms out, muscles cording. “Oddly enough, that’s one of the things I always loved most about you…your pig-headed tenacity! But, right now it’s beginning to piss me off.”


  Her lids fluttered in a fast blink.


  “You want more space? Fine.” Summer shoved his hands back into his pockets. Heading for the cabin he murmured, “I must be crazy. A fucking idiot for torturing myself like this.”


  Slow to move, she stood there stroking Aspen’s soft coat. Carrie Ann waited until he disappeared inside before retreating to her room for a shower. A veil of hot water cascaded over her shoulder, easing the pangs of remorse shooting through her. Throwing on a pair of boyfriend-cut jeans and a sweater, she took advantage of his “blend” time and snuck into the living room to retrieve her book.


  Apparently she wasn’t near as stealth-like as she thought because he called out in a brusque, grumpy voice, “Help yourself. Fire is still burning in the barn if you plan on keeping warm.”


  The slamming of the door drowned out any further complaints he spewed under his breath.


  “I think he’s pissed.” Carrie Ann lifted the puppy’s face to hers. Her paws had barely touched the floor since she’d been accosted by the porcupine. “What do you think?”


  Aspen answered with a slurp of the tongue right on Carrie Ann’s mouth.


  “Ewww.”


  Passing on breakfast, she poured a big cup of Joe and meandered back to the barn. A bottle of whiskey and Baileys sat atop the bar, so she added a substantial shot of each, giving it a stir with her index finger. She took a sip of the creamy goodness. Almost perfect. Rummaging behind the bar, she sorted through bottles until she found Kahlua. Just a splash added the perfect punch of extra coffee flavor.


  Carrie Ann settled in beside the roaring fire, spending most of the day reading. Finding down time in her crazy schedule had become nearly impossible the last few years. A relaxing vacation still included a laptop, cellphone, and unlimited data. She found it compulsively necessary to check emails and messages daily. And what would a vacation be without posting fun-filled moments over social media. At some point during Chapter Twelve she found herself so entranced in the story, she wiggled in her seat holding a pee, not wanting to put the book down. Clinging to the pages, sitting on the toilet, it occurred to her that she hadn’t even so much as given modern technology a thought since climbing out of bed the first day.


  Summer’d been nonexistent the entire afternoon. She stoked the fire, adding a few logs every hour or so and took Aspen for a few walks. All the while holding the book of course. After a few hours, she considered checking on him until she heard another round of axing and chopping, pummeling through a long grind of wood splitting.


  It was late in the day when he decided to join her. Fresh from the shower, his hair still silky and wet. A rocks glass dangled from his fingers, sinking into the other end of the sofa.


  “You plan on living up here during the winter?” she asked.


  He slid her a questioning glance. The fire shed a glow of warmth across his tan skin.


  “All that firewood you’ve been chopping…I thought maybe you were going to brave a Montana winter.”


  Anything else she said would’ve bolstered an argument. The tense energy surrounding him, softened. He drew a full blown sexy grin behind the rim of his glass. “Well, I have to take my frustrations out on something, Red. Would you prefer…”


  “No!” she giggled. A minute of quiet passed between them. “What are you drinking?”


  “Whiskey. Try it.” He offered his glass. “I get it from a private distiller.”


  Avoiding his fingers, she confiscated the tumbler. The decadent pale gold liquid twinkled in the clear tumbler, raising it to her lips.


  “Personal chef, private distiller. Living the good life, ah?” The words came as a playful compliment, but in truth Summer had grown into a confident man. Time gifted him with an aura of relaxed poise and inner-strength that looked very, very good on him.


  “In some aspects, yes. Still missing out on the best parts of life, though.”


  Fuck. Fuckity-fuck. She continuously stepped, no…dove, head first, into her own traps. Desperately needing to fill her mouth with something, she took a long draw of the whiskey. Subtle layers of smoky heat balanced perfectly with smooth hidden hints of sweet buttery vanilla.


  “Umm. That’s delicious. It’s got a little sweetness to it,” she assessed, taking another drink.


  “It’s made with a bit of honey.” He shot her a lopsided grin, declining the half empty glass when she handed it back. “Go ahead and drink that one. I’ll get another.”


  Gulping down another swig, she licked the wetness from her lips inspecting the flexing of his assets as he moseyed to the bar. A slow burn seeped through every nerve ending she possessed. Carrie Ann could’ve sworn she heard an internal sigh of pleasure from her hooha as it gave a little hug to her nether regions. Peering down at her crotch, she mentally wagged her finger from side-to-side in a scolding fashion. Oh no you didn’t! No, no, no!


  Placing the drink on the coffee table, she pushed it out of her reach, and fell back into her book. Summer lowered into the cushions, one foot curled under his thigh, reading what she assumed was a script. She didn’t dare open her mouth until all effects of the alcohol left her body. The term lightweight was an understatement and whiskey always made her frisky.


  Somewhere near the end of Chapter Seventeen, some serious action was about to go down, literally, under an oak tree in Montana. After six toe-curling pages of foreplay, the wealthy rancher started to seduce the city girl. He’d unbuttoned her sundress and slipped his fingers into…


  “Is your book getting good?”


  Carrie Ann jolted wildly at the sound of Summer’s voice.


  “What?” she asked breathily. Her head popped up, eyeing him over the pages. “Yeah, it’s pretty good.”


  “I figured.” He had the nerve to flash a haughty grin. “Your feet are wiggling a lot.”


  Color flooded her cheeks. She scoffed, deriding his accusation, but failed to keep the edges of her mouth from lifting.


  “You want me to read it to you? Judging by the shade of red you’re turning, I’m guessing it would be far more interesting than these scripts I’m reading.”


  Clutching the paperback to her chest like a scared virgin, she attempted to turn the tables, “What are you reading?”


  He played along, mercifully. “I’m going over several scripts my agent brought me. One in particular that he swears I’ll be perfect for.”


  “You don’t sound very interested.”


  “It’s not particularly in my wheelhouse.”


  His disinterest surprised her, heightening her curiosity. “What’s it about?”


  “The producers are pitching it as an erotic thriller. Think Fifty Shades meets Dexter. He’s a very dark character, which no matter how challenging, it’s just not something I want my name on. Plus, I’m not keen on being fully exposed for the world to see.” A throaty laugh rumbled in his chest. “However, it does have a big number attached to it, so my agent loves it. I can already tell by the premise that I’m not going to take the role.”


  She smirked, squirming restlessly in her seat.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “What’s what supposed to mean?”


  “You just rolled your eyes at me, like you think I’m full of shit or something.”


  “I’m sure your principles have boundaries, but…” she hesitated, shoulders winched up, tossing out an insignificant shrug. “It didn’t seem like you had a hard time making your last movie and it had a nude scene.”


  And there it was again. On full display. Ryan Summer’s heart-stopping, cocky, motherfucking smile. “You jealous?”


  “No.” She was.


  A clash of wills ensued. He stared at her with glazed concentration. Carrie Ann sensed he had more to say, but patiently and silently, weighed his options.


  “This might surprise you, but filming that scene has been the biggest challenge of my career.” She could tell he was serious. And it did surprise her. “It wasn’t believable.”


  Her lip twitched and eyes took another rotation behind closed lids. She didn’t want to show any reaction, but she couldn’t stop the words from spewing out her mouth. “Looked believable to me. I’m sure practice makes perfect.”


  “Practice made it worse. Not to mention, her husband insisted on being on set while filming the scene. He was totally into it.” His features scrunched in disgust. “Who the fuck would want to watch his wife making out with another man?”


  Carrie Ann’s eyes drifted shut for a brief moment recalling the scene. Her fingers began to curl into the edges of her book.


  “Anyway, it required a private conversation…some keen advice from Tommy for me to get through the scene.” He set the script on the table and stretched his long arm along the top of the couch. “He suggested I visualize Evie, the woman I was dating at the…”


  “I know who she is,” she grumbled. Slamming the book on the table, she bolted to her feet, not wanting to have this conversation. By the time she reached the bar, Summer’s fingers hooked around the front of her hipbone.


  “Tommy praised my efforts.”


  “I’m sure he did.”


  “He said, ‘You must really be crazy about Evie. That was one of the most passionate…’”


  “You’re an asshole, you know that?” she spouted. Jealousy simmered. Carrie Ann couldn’t control it. She was shaking with it.


  “I thanked him for the advice—” He spun her to face him, paralyzing her retreat with a solid grip to her arms, “and admitted that I wasn’t thinking about Evie.”


  A scalding flash of raw emotions rushed through her veins hitting her chest like a molten red branding iron.


  “I was thinking about you.”


  A shudder of understanding rolled down her spine one vertebra at a time.


  “It’s always you, Red. Always. No matter who I’m with, when I close my eyes, it’s you I see.”


  “Are you telling me…that I was set up by Tommy? At the premier?” She yanked her arms free from his grip.


  “It’s not like that.”


  “Bullshit!” Her jaw clenched. She targeted the center of his broad chest and jabbed him forcefully with her index finger. “When I ran into you at the gym…did you know I’d be there?”


  “No. Well, sort of. I’d heard that you’d joined my gym. Shayla mentioned it in passing, but when I ran into you, it was by chance.”


  “And the premier?”


  His lips parted, but only to draw in an edgy breath of air.


  “Where’s that satellite phone? Can I text on that thing?”


  “Carrie Ann, this has nothing to do with Tommy. They were only trying to help me out a little. I’ve spent a lot of time with them while…”


  “Who is them? If I find out Shayla knew about this…”


  “Calm down, Red. Shayla had nothing to do with it. Not really. I had dinner a few times with Tess and Tommy.”


  “Give me your phone!” Springing toward him, she shoved her hands in his pockets. Carrie Ann delved through his jeans retrieving the bulky phone from the confines of his back pocket, she located contacts and pushed T.


  Tommy Clemmins!!! You are in some serious trouble when I get back! FYI this is Carrie Ann!


  “Don’t be mad at them, just because you’re too damn hot-headed to come to your senses. Big deal. So what. He gave you tickets to the premier.”


  The phone vibrated in her hand. Hello, my dear. Enjoying Montana?


  Between shaky fingers and the thin layer of perspiration gathering on the palms of her hands, she only managed two words. Not hardly!


  “I planned to ask you to the premier as my date, but you didn’t even respond to the bouquet of roses I sent for your birthday.”


  “I hate roses!” The shrill of her voice cut through the space between them like the swing of an axe.


  “No you don’t.” He shook his head adamantly. “Red roses used to be your favorite.”


  “Not anymore.” She was thrown into a panic, bombarded with a dozen urges to unload the burden and solitude she’d been carrying. Her self-control began to wither, anger tipped the scale. “Thanks to you I can’t even look at roses anymore. The smell makes my stomach turn. You ruined it for me. Just like everything else, Summer!”


  They both fell silent. Nothing between them, but weighted air saturated with tension and remorse.


  “You don’t like roses…because of me?” he ground, more as a painful statement of acknowledgement than a question.


  Her eyes aimlessly searched the room, courage nowhere to be found, before landing on his shirtfront. “I didn’t mean it to come out like that.”


  He showed zero emotion. “Yes you did. You’ve been holding that in for a long time.”


  “Summer,” she said, unsteadily.


  He held up a hand in restraint as if warning her off, but not before she caught a glimpse of anguish and turmoil forged across his face as he walked away.


  
    Chapter Nine
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  Carrie Ann hid beneath her covers, seeking refuge from the deafening cracks of lightning. Huddled on her side, she held one hand over her ear and the other over the pup’s, blocking out the rumble of thunder and high winds howling through the tall trees. Aspen panted, nudging Carrie Ann with her wet nose. Her hand trembled uncontrollably petting her head.


  “It’s okay girl. It’s just a storm. It’s just lightning. It’ll be over soon.” She repeated the encouraging words attempting to bolster the tiniest amount of comfort for her and the dog.


  Carrie Ann was already wide awake and hanging on every little noise when she heard Aspen’s nails clicking down the hallway in a fast trot. The puppy pushed open the door, scratching and whining at the edge of her bed. It took two whole seconds for Carrie Ann to snatch her by the belly and dive back under the blankets.


  Carrie Ann suffered from an abnormal fear of lightning. Each time a bolt of electricity ripped through the heavens it brought back the terrible memory of the night her mother died. The image of her father’s large silhouette sitting at the edge of her bed in the darkness, still haunted her. His grief stricken face unrecognizable, disguised in ashen grey as a bolt of lightning broke through her window. Shadows of his mouth moved in slow motion delivering the horrible news that her mother wouldn’t be coming home. His promise…broken.


  The California coastal fog had burned off early that Saturday morning. The calm before the storm delivered an unusually hot June day. The sun shined brightly, warming the top of her head as she played Barbie’s, watching her mom play tennis with a neighbor. Carrie Ann could never remember the precise moment her mother collapsed on the court. Her brain had blocked the horrific memory from her sub-conscious. However, she clearly remembered her father’s promise when he said that everything would be fine. He swore her mother would be okay. All the power her father fought so hard to earn wasn’t powerful enough to save her mother. His promise was broken. Nothing would ever be okay again.


  A bright flash exploded in her room as another bolt of lightning crashed to the ground. Carrie Ann screeched out loud. Her feet hit the floor, pup in hand, rushing from her bedroom to the other side of the cabin.


  “Summer?” she whispered thickly through the gap in the door. “Summer?”


  Nothing had changed. The man could sleep through a tsunami warning. She eased the door open, swiftly tiptoeing across the room. He laid sprawled out on his back in the center of his bed. Silky white sheets draped to his waist. Dark shadows of the night hung in the dips and contours of his bare chest and abs. One arm rested at his side, the other thrown haphazardly above his head. Drinking in the stunning sight of him, she could hardly control her breathing. Her heart beat rapidly, the sound of it pulsed stridently in her ears.


  “Summer, are you awake?” Scoffing at her own ridiculous question, she eased a hip onto the edge of his mattress so she could reach him.


  He stirred restlessly, rearranging the arm above his head.


  Carrie Ann extended an arm, the flat of her hand hovered above his chiseled physique, deciding where to touch him. The outline of muscular thigh bent to the side beneath the silky fabric. Temptation, powerful in its force, pulled at her hand like a magnet.


  A shiver ran through her.


  Warily, she touched her icy fingers his warm shoulder. “Summer?”


  His eyes jarred wide with alarm. Summer lunged upright, swiftly grasping onto her upper arm. “Carrie Ann?”


  “Yeah, it’s me,” she croaked. A fine layer of perspiration spread across her skin, dampening the thin material of her cotton tank top.


  Mere inches separated their faces. He looked bewildered, blinking repeatedly to see if she was real. His hands wandered to the underside of her jaw, cupping her face. The confusion in his eyes replaced with lust. His fingers delved into her thick mane, gently clasping the base of her skull. The pressure felt divinely good.


  “You came to me?” Hope clouded his whisper. His moist breath, rough and strained, drifting across her cheek on a billowy cloud.


  Unable to make a coherent sentence, she sat silent, panting and quaking from head to toe. Her hands came to his arms, securing to his wrists, uncertain if she wanted to hold them there or pull them away. Aspen scampered from her lap taking ownership of his pillow.


  Thunder roared through the black sky in a long drawn-out rumble, delivering a strike of lightning beyond his window. Her clammy fingers tugged at the dusting of dark hair covering his wrists as she squeezed, digging her nails into the flesh.


  Summer dropped his forehead against hers. All the air pushed from his lungs in a deep, disillusioned sound of sympathy.


  “Christ. It’s the lightning?” He drew her into his chest, arms closed around her, stroking her hair and back. “Come here, Red.”


  She nodded weakly and went limp against him. Gripped by fear, her arms quaked violently, curling around his shoulders. Carrie Ann shimmied to get closer. Summer held her safe and secure, offering constant reassurance. “It’s okay. I’m right here. I got you, Red.”


  Over the years, she’d tried cognitive behavioral techniques to calm her fear: soothing massages, visualization exercises, talking herself through the panic, but nothing calmed her nerves like the feeling of Summer’s embrace.


  Clutching her shoulders, he coaxed her a few inches from his body. “You want to climb in here with me?”


  Glimpsing downward at the sheet pooled around his very naked hips, she shook her head hotly. Her breathing slowly began to regulate, anxiously waiting for the next strike. She trembled from head to toe, peeling her nails from the muscles flanking his spine. “W…will you come sit with me in the living room?”


  “Sure.”


  Fisting the covers, he moved around her and stepped out of bed. Naked. Staring straight ahead, her lips parted releasing a small gasp, completely mesmerized by the sight of him, semi erect getting harder before her eyes. A shiver tingled up her spine, feeling the ghost of his hand slipping firmly into the mass of hair at her nape. She knew she should look away, but loneliness left her yearning for comfort.


  Taking notice of her fascination, he paused. A quirk ticked the corner of his mouth. Summer caressed the side of her face, pinching her chin between his finger and thumb. Her mouth willingly opened a little wider.


  “It’s not like you haven’t seen it before,” Summer repeated her words.


  His voice slipped over her like the comfort of a favorite blanket, pulling a faint groan from her throat. Begrudgingly, she flicked her eyes upward finding his, but only for a moment. Her gaze dropped to the thick, jutting column protruding from a perfectly trimmed nest of dark hair. Twinges of need stabbed at her core, her chest needled with warning, and her mouth watered.


  A flash of lightning weaved across the sky, slamming to the ground. The thunder ricocheted throughout her body. Summer pulled her to her feet and into his arms. The hot, solid length of him, rested against her abdomen with only a thin barrier of cotton between them.


  “Your choice, Red. Would you like me to get dressed? Or if you’d prefer I can undress you. We can lay wherever you’d like. In front of the fire, my bed, your bed, the couch, the kitchen table…Hmm? It’s your call.”


  The double question struck low in her abdomen, wickedly fingering a pleasure cord as if plucking pizzicato on a cello. The internal vibration wracked her head and heart in confusion. She’d built a barricade around her heart, safeguarding her raw emotions. Being near him the last few days chipped away at the armor. She didn’t know what she wanted. That’s a lie, Carrie Ann Lowell. You know exactly where you want him. As she instinctually licked her lips, she could feel the look of torment etching over her face. Her heart felt as if it were sitting on the stump outside waiting to be chopped in two, but her fucking vagina was ready to give the acceptance speech of a lifetime. I’d like to accept this penis…


  He spoke into the curve of her scalp. “Let me throw some pants on and we’ll go lay on the couch. Okay?”


  She nodded hotly, staying right beside him as he stepped into his walk-in closet.


  “You coming in here with me?”


  Her head bounced up and down. “P…power’s off. Besides, I’ve s…seen it before, remember.”


  Carrie Ann couldn’t see his face in the blackness of the closet, but she heard him laugh. A shaky exhale, riddled with humor, caught in her chest. Summer’s hand wandered over her shoulder, guiding her out of the closet. She could easily make out the comfy jeans she’d seen him wear the other day, fly unbuttoned, and commando on full display. A bolt of electricity wracked her body, unbridling a deep ache between her thighs and it had nothing to do with the storm and everything to do with his damn jeans.


  She could feel a band of soft cashmere wrapped around his fist. “What’s in your hand?”


  “It’s the belt from my bathrobe.”


  She stopped abruptly. “A belt? If you think for one second that you’re going to tie me up…”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” Understanding sank in. “Have you lost your mind? I thought you might want to tie it around your eyes, not your wrists. Christ, Carrie Ann, the last thing I’d ever want to do is restrain you. You’re far too passionate and…” his voice trailed off. “I can’t talk about this anymore. My poor dick’s going to go into cardiac arrest at any moment.”


  “Sorry.”


  “Like hell you are.”


  Delight seemed to be flowing from some unknown well of happiness because she couldn’t conceal the smile covering her face. She gripped the tail end of the belt, following him into the living room and remained glued to his side as he built a fire. Aspen sat on top of her feet, gnawing on a piece of bark.


  “Where would you like to sit? You wanna lay down…put your head in my lap?” Humor colored his tone, nodding around the room. She shook her head. “Do you want to snuggle in the chair?”


  Considering that she might possibly jump into his arms and cling to him like a koala bear during the next crack of thunder, she conceded. “Yeah, that’d be great, but I feel bad about the cardiac arrest you’ve got going on down there.”


  “It’s alright. He’s been in solitary confinement for quite some time now.” A quiet laugh escaped him. “But, I’ll manage.”


  The oversized chair was a perfect fit for two. He pulled her into his lap, her bum shifted to one side sinking into the empty void between his thigh and the cushiony armrest. Before she even had to ask, he lifted Aspen into her lap.


  Summer began to drag his fingers through her hair, rubbing and squeezing the tense muscles at her nape. His hands moved in continuous comfort. “If I didn’t know how terrified they make you, I might’ve prayed for thunder and lightning a few days ago.”


  He was only trying to make her smile. It worked. Her lips quivered lifting at the corners. “You’re p…probably thinking I should be over this by now?”


  Her head listed forward, giving his roaming hands access to her upper back. His gifted fingers worked like magic, applying exquisite pressure to sore, stiff shoulder blades.


  “Nah, I don’t think that at all. Sometimes we never get over the things that hurt the most. We just learn to exist with the scars.”


  His newly acquired profoundness lost to the wonderment of his massage. Nature’s fury continued to rain down outside the cabin. Each strike tearing away her defenses, leaving her more and more vulnerable. Her need to escape, stifled by the longing building inside her.


  Another bolt of light exploded outside the window. Her arms flew forward in a start. Summer made another sympathetic groan, rising to his feet with her in his arms.


  “I promise I’ll behave,” he said, lowering her to the couch. Summer looped the soft belt between in his fingers. “You want to try this? It might block out the flashes.”


  It took her minute to answer. Silently weighing reluctance with desperation, her face screwed into a tight scowl, but she nodded. The dark grey sash hung from the tip of his finger. She reached out, timidly taking hold of the center and pressed it to her closed eyes. He wrapped it around her head twice, she assumed for good measure, gently tying it at her nape.


  In a soft melting voice, Summer assured, “If it doesn’t help then we’ll take it off. Just try to relax and take a couple deep breaths.”


  The leather cushion compressed when he sat beside her. His arm came around her, coasting up and down her arm a few times before settling on the tender dip above her hip. He eased both of them back, stretching out long on the sofa. Stuffing a throw pillow under his head, he cuddled her into the crook of his arm. She laid on her side, hitching a leg over his. Her bum tucked into the crease of the couch, her front molded to the hard planes of his body.


  Unsure of where to place her hand, she fidgeted moving it from her hip to her waist. Summer captured her fingers and laid them on his bare chest.


  Her breathing fell into sync with the rhythm of his heart thumping beneath her fingertips. Tension began to slip from her limbs. Each tiny movement felt like a new expedition, of old familiar territories. Her body shaping to the dips and curves of her past.


  Carrie Ann opened her mouth to speak, but her voice hitched on the inhale catching the scent of him on her tongue. The erotic sensation heightened by missing years and the loss of sight. She cleared her throat and tried again. “What’s with you and all the…Zen language?


  Summer closed his hand over hers, trapping it in the heat of his body. “I practice yoga.”


  “You study yoga?” Bemusement riddled her voice. The thunder rumbling in the distance was lost to the feel of his abdomen tightening beneath her palm as laughter escaped him.


  “I do a lot of things that might surprise you.”


  His thigh moved beneath her leg. She was certain his foot wagged back and forth. She also knew he’d have a huge grin plastered to his face. He always did.


  She smiled at the recollection. Carrie Ann resolved to the snuggling. The tips of her fingers played lazily along his ribs. The temptation to touch him was excruciating. She knew what waited beneath the confines of his jeans. Heaven. She wondered how long he’d been in solitary confinement. Secretly, she’d somewhat kept up on his dating habits. It was hard not to, considering his gorgeous mug fronted so many magazines lining the grocery store checkouts.


  Hard running emotions moved through him in small tremors. Her mind began to drift in the darkness, somewhere deep inside she wanted him to make a move. She wanted him to bury his hands in her hair and kiss her like there was no tomorrow.


  Tomorrow was promised to no one.


  She needed to come clean and she knew it.


  Carrie Ann tried to tell him. Lying there in the dark, she opened her mouth half a dozen times, but the words would not come. The wind howled through the trees, mimicking the sound of crying. It sparked memories of the sound of her sobs the night they broke up. She couldn’t help but wonder what would’ve happened if she’d let him hold her that night. If she’d let him ease her pain. If she would’ve let him in.


  Exhaustion took hold of the blackness, slowly releasing the tension from her body. She opened her mouth to try again, but all that came out was a soft sleepy murmur, “The wind is so strong. I can’t believe all the trees haven’t fallen over yet.”


  “The strong storms that roll through this region make the trees take deeper roots,” Summer said deftly. “Kind of like you and me.”


  “Umm.” She remained motionless, drifting off to sleep in the blissful comfort of his arms.


  Pressing his lips against the top of her head, Summer whispered in a miserable voice, “Don’t let me go, Red.”


  
    Chapter Ten
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  She woke to Aspen tugging on her foot. Carrie Ann’s lashes fought against the cashmere covering her eyes.


  “Aspen, no-no,” she groaned, untying the sash draped loosely around her neck.


  Bright sunshine streamed through the fogged windows. Her eyes squinted, straining to focus. She raised her hand to block the sunlight from her eyes.


  “It’s me, Carrie Ann.” Summer jiggled her toes again. “There’s a break in the weather. We have a short window of time before the next storm moves through. We should be able to make it out of here if we leave in less than an hour.”


  She scrubbed the sleep from her eyes. He stood at the end of the couch dressed in jeans and a rock t-shirt, boots on and sunglasses perched on top of his head. Dark smudges of fatigue lay beneath his eyes.


  “We’re leaving?”


  “I think its best. I can’t take much more of this.” Forcing a small smile, he coasted his thumb over her toenails. “I was hoping we’d get to these.”


  Hurt and longing muddied his eyes and voice.


  She didn’t like it.


  A cold ache spread goosebumps down her exposed leg. “Summer…”


  “It’s okay, Red. You don’t have to say anything. I know you came willingly, but it’s clear you don’t want to be here. I feel horrible about last night.” He gave the arch of her foot a quick double squeeze before letting go. “I’m ready, so if you’ll throw your things together, we’ll take off.”


  He didn’t bother waiting around for her response. Carrie Ann propped up on her elbows. Fine speckles of dust glimmered in the rays of light casting over the couch she lay on. Her gaze slid down her barely-there tank top and boy-short panties. A twinge of guilt tickled her gut, feeling contrite for his penis.


  A hard frown soured her face, as she rose to her feet. The heaviness of years of long nights hung from her slouched shoulders, as she slogged to her room to pack.


  It should’ve taken her thirty minutes to get ready to leave, but an hour and fifteen minutes had passed by the time she stepped out the front door. Her flowy white blouse tucked behind the buckle of her brown belt and frayed cut-off shorts.


  For the first time since she’d arrived the majestic snow-capped mountains were on full display, rising above the fertile valley. The fresh scents of pine and rainy earth clung to the damp air.


  Summer and Aspen played football in the meadow. The tall grass bright in contrast to the dark saturated ground. The sounds of birds and other small animals hard at work filled the stillness.


  Closing her eyes, Carrie Ann tried to ignore the dull painful ache settling in behind her heart. Drawing in a big breath of air, she stepped off the porch and waved to Summer. He gave a final toss of the ball, jogging toward the cabin. Aspen followed on his heels. Her lanky legs stumbling as she ran.


  “I can’t believe how big she’s gotten in just a few days,” she murmured. It seemed as if the pup had doubled in size.


  Pulling keys from his pocket, he locked the door and started for the plane. Threatening clouds hovered in clusters high overhead, darkening the skies. Carrie Ann trailed behind them, struggling to keep her suitcase upright.


  A ray of sunshine, clear and straight, pushed through the clouds, carving a distinct shadow on the ground directly in front of her feet. Carrie Ann stopped abruptly. Her sandals skid on the pavement of the landing strip nearly knocking her on her ass. Her heart pounded. A rush of sentiments sparked fire to every nerve ending she possessed. The bag slung over her shoulder dropped to the ground.


  The clatter drew his attention. Summer turned back. The sound of gravel crunching beneath each footstep. “Sorry, do you need some help with these?” he asked apologetically, taking hold of her bags.


  She couldn’t answer. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t move. Her knees locked tight, refusing to carry her any further.


  Summer walked toward the plane.


  He walked out of her reach.


  He was walking right out of her life.


  Carrie Ann staggered half a step backward putting some much needed distance between her and the definitive line drawn on the ground in front of her feet. If she crossed that line, if she stepped foot on that plane, it was over. Summer would forever be part of her past. There would be no shot at a future with him.


  Sucking in a big breath of air, she filled her lungs before blurting loudly, “I’ve seen all of your movies.”


  Carrie Ann had no idea why those were the words she chose to shout, but a stream of tears broke free, spilling down her cheeks. She suspected it was because she wanted him to know how proud she was of him.


  “I know. You already confessed how much you loved my movies.”


  “I didn’t really care for the last one. I mean…I liked the movie, but I didn’t like it when you kissed her. I really hated the fact that she was topless.” One shoulder lifted and her chin jutted out boldly, bracing for her own admission. “I won’t be very good about things like that.”


  Summer stopped. The hard edge of the outline of his shoulders softened.


  “Was that so hard to admit?”


  “Yes.”


  “I was thinking of you…wishing she was you the entire time.” Turning around, he started toward her. “Oh, Christ, Red, don’t cry. You’re killing me. You’ve cried more in the last few days than you did in the two years we dated.”


  Summer stopped in front of her, hands hung stiffly at his sides, not knowing what to do. Carrie Ann recognized that rigid stance of self-preservation. She’d worn it well for years. He’d already given her every chance to say yes to him and she’d shut him out. Now he was doing the same.


  Swiping the wetness from her chin with the back of her hand, she motioned toward the plane. “I don’t really want to go.”


  He glared at her behind his aviator sunglasses. “Don’t stand there and insult me Carrie Ann. I’m a damn good pilot.”


  “I’m not afraid to fly. You owe me a date.” She wanted to go to him, but her feet dug in refusing to budge beyond the line drawn on the ground.


  “You’ve had days…”


  “Can you please come over here so I can talk to you?” she asked, waving at the pavement like an idiot.


  “What’s the problem?”


  “I can’t step over that line. Will you please just come over here?”


  Summer’s nose wrinkled in bewilderment. Stepping over the streak of darkness, he asked, “The shadow?”


  Nodding hotly, her body pitched forward, leaving only inches between them. She tangled her fingers into the sides of his t-shirt. Summer remained sullen making it perfectly clear he’d been tortured enough. His patience had been pushed to the brink.


  If there was a move to be made…it was going to have to come from her.


  Carrie Ann raised her chin and released an excruciatingly long breath. Gripping tightly to the cotton hem, she tugged, crushing him against the length of her body. Her heart began a steady stampede, picking up pace, charging through her veins. The hard terrain of his frame was a perfect match for her curves.


  A small flicker of hope and happiness brushed his lips.


  “Summer, I’ve missed you more than words can ever explain. I’m sorry I’ve been such a pain in the ass the last few days. I was scared. I was being stubborn and shitty.” She managed a breath between rambles. Her chin trembled, wetness leaked from her eyes into her hairline. Letting go of his shirt, she slipped her hands over his wide shoulders. “I don’t want to leave. I don’t want to go home. I want to try again.”


  A brief pause. “Feel better getting that off your chest?” She began nodding before he’d finished the sentence. “Thank, God.”


  Finally, she felt the relief of his arms circle around her hips, gripping and coasting, showering her with passionate touches. Carrie Ann frantically pulled him to her mouth, but he held back. Summer wasn’t breathing well. Tremors roped through his muscles. He rested his chin atop her head.


  “Carrie Ann, before this goes any further. I need to know…” He held her outward. The seriousness in his tone startled her, awakening an internal panic button. “…that you believe me about that morning. The woman in my room. I’ve never lied to you. If you can’t trust me after all this time then there’s no reason to even try, Red. We need to be honest with each other. We’ll never make it with lies between us.”


  At that precise moment, she realized he was opening a door for her. Summer knew she’d been hiding something from him. Carrie Ann needed to disclose the truth, but she just wasn’t ready. She’d craved this for so long, his kiss, his touch, his comfort and friendship, she refused to give up the moment. One door at a time.


  “I believe you.”


  “I mean it, Red.” His lips moved in a whisper along the side of her face to the edge of her mouth. She gasped at the scruff of his beard tickling all the way to her toes. “Not another word about it.”


  “Not another word. I promise.”


  On her declaration of assurance, Summer pushed his fingers into her hair. As his mouth descended over hers, contemplations of her admission faded to the back burner and delight burst to the forefront.


  Every ounce of his being took control, kissing her with infinite finesse. Subtle searching slowly building into a long-awaited, vigorous grappling of hands, mouth, body and soul. Her pulse skyrocketed. Needing more, she explored roughly with her tongue, digging her nails into the flesh at the back of his arms.


  “Miss me?” he murmured between their open mouths.


  “Yes,” she whimpered.


  Summer’s control began to slip. He crushed his mouth to hers, greedily licking into her mouth. One arm came around the small of her back, forcing an upward arch. His other hand brushed teasingly along the tender dip of her hip. The tips of his fingers stole beneath the waistband of her shorts, closing over the fullness of her bottom and grasping firmly.


  The severity of time lost became all too clear and feelings of loss bowled through her. Sobs quaked inside her chest. Carrie Ann lifted to her toes. It wasn’t enough. Her leg hitched around his hip, grinding desperately against the hard pressure of his erection. The slippery friction of their kiss, rhythmic and ravenous, guiding her in one direction.


  Looping a finger through her belt loop, Summer hoisted her around his waist. She marveled at his strength, sweeping her hand over his biceps. Carrie Ann hooked her arms and legs around him, snuggling her nose to the slope between his neck and shoulder. She clung to him, breathing in the sunny scent, needing more, holding tighter as if her life depended on him.


  Suitcase in tow, he started for the cabin. Aspen whined, trotting along beside them.


  “It’s okay, girl.” The reassurance was meant for the pup, but it calmed her soul.


  “She loves you…you know.”


  Carrie Ann nodded, removing his sunglasses and hooking them on the front of her blouse. Lust coated his eyes, feasting on the deep valley between her breasts. Holding the bar of his forearm beneath her bum, he lifted her higher, nibbling and kissing her voluptuous cleavage.


  The sun shined down on the intimate act. Her lips parted, panting, watching as he grabbed the edge of her white bra between his teeth. Navigating the lace downward, Summer circled his tongue over the tight pink bud. The scorching heat of his mouth, licking and sucking, drew a low pleasure cry from her throat.


  Desire saturated their mingled breath. Carrie Ann slipped her fingers inside her bra, freeing her other breast. Discarding the luggage, he gently pinched the damp nipple, rolling it between his fingers, as his mouth made haste with the other. It was stunningly erotic, being outside in the middle of nowhere. Not a soul in sight. Completely uninhibited, all modesty cast aside.


  Pressing her body to his, her hips rolled, settling heavily against his groin as she clung to his shoulders for support. A hungry low groan hummed from her chest. Carrie Ann wiggled and squirmed, prompting his fingers to take action.


  Slipping his fingers beyond the frayed edges of her shorts, he gently sunk his teeth into her shoulder, murmuring, “Carrie Ann Lowell, you’re not wearing any panties.”


  “I’m on vacation.”


  Grappling to fit closer, she kicked out of her shoes, hooking her ankles at his spine. His lips traversed the slope of her neck, nibbling and kissing, nipping the lobe of her ear between his teeth. He shoved at her clothing, moving it aside, skating a fingertip over her slick center. Clasping tighter to his neck, she bucked and writhed, begging in a breathy voice, “Yes. Oh, yes. Touch me. Please, Summer.”


  “Hungry, Red? Hmm?” Summer’s voice lost to sounds of pleasure. His fingers claiming her center, circling, teasing, working her into a frantic, quivering hot mess. She was on fire.


  Gathering the mass of her dark hair, he tugged her head back, persuading a response. “Oh, fuck yes. Famished. Starving.”


  Whimpering, she devoured his mouth. Savoring the sweet minty taste of his kiss. He dipped a finger into the syrupy heat, drawing a long purr from behind their lips. Her knees clamped tighter, digging into his sides, moving, riding, propelling her higher. Her heart beat wildly. Carrie Ann locked her gaze on his warm amber eyes. He slid another finger inside, thrusting with purpose.


  “Cum for me, Red.” His raspy voice moved over her open lips in a demanding groan.


  She began to tip, rolling and arching her body. The immense pleasure vexingly good as he pumped steadily, with wicked precision. Her toes curled, muscles flexed as she shattered.


  He consumed her cries of pleasure with hungry kisses. Her chest heaved laboriously. Wrestling with his t-shirt, she yanked it over his head.


  Summer brought his fingers to his lips, tasting her sweetness. A smirk ticked the corner of his wide, firm mouth. “You’re getting a little easy with age.”


  “We’ll see who’s getting easier with age.” She touted, tossing his tee on a patch of tall grass. Un-hinging her legs from his hips, she stretched her toes to the ground. The soft straw-like meadow grass bent beneath her feet.


  She dropped to her knees, resting on his shirt.


  All humor fled his expression, both thumbs stroking over her cheeks. Carrie Ann eased forward, kissing the sensitive dip of his V. Dropping her forehead, she nuzzled against the scalding heat of stomach. The frantic rush inside her mind began to subside into a sweet, tender, cadence. Sentiments of longing and adoration stole over her in an intense level of affection she’d never been able to find with anyone else.


  “I’ve missed you so much,” she murmured, nudging and licking along the silky dark trail leading to heaven.


  Gently, she bit at the bulging ridge hidden behind a layer of denim. A guttural groan drifted through the air above her head. The tips of her chilly finger made haste working the button and zipper.


  He went perfectly still.


  A sultry grin pulled at her lips as her eyes traveled upward over the tense muscles of his abdomen. Summer stared down at her. The color of his eyes softening to a molten gold. His gaze fixed on her mouth.


  Freeing his cock from the confines of his jeans, Carrie Ann inhaled the clean, delicious scent. His humid flesh, silky and hard as iron, brushed across her cheek and chin. She caught a sideways glimpse of the puppy sitting on her haunches, watching her every move.


  Rising to her feet, she grabbed hold of Aspen, insisting, “I’ll be right back. Don’t move.”


  “Fuck, I wouldn’t dream of it, Red.”


  She jogged to the cabin, placing the pup on the porch with strict instruction and a harsh warning. “Stay, girl.”


  “You sure you don’t want to go inside. I have a very nice bed.” Hunger fixed in his voice.


  Sauntering back to the patch of grass, she wrapped her arms around him. “No,” she hissed beneath their lips, delivering a long, lewd, luscious kiss before dropping to her knees. Her fingers spanned the slope of his hips before curling inside the waistband of his pants, slowly pushing them over his hips and past his thighs.


  “I’m not going to be able to hang onto this, Red,” he warned, already riding the ridge of climax.


  His fingers tangled in her mane, firmly clasping her head. She skimmed her parted lips over his engorged head. Her head dropped back, their gazes colliding. Playfully, she took the ridge between her teeth before opening her mouth fully, massaging her tongue to the underside of the rigid column.


  A hard swallow rolled down his throat.


  Compulsorily, he thrust twice into the heat of her mouth, growling with pleasure, before pulling himself free from the suction of her mouth. His flesh glistened in the sunshine.


  “It’s okay. I want to taste you, Summer. I have no doubts you’ll take care of me when I’m done.”


  A small frown notched between his brows indicted a momentary struggle with the idea of putting himself first. Carrie Ann offered a little encouragement, taking him into her mouth again. His legs shifted, parting slightly. The strain of muscles evident under the pressure of her fingers grasping at his thighs.


  Carrie Ann unbuttoned her shirt, tossing it aside without removing her mouth from his cock. She tucked her hands behind her back, but he brushed them aside, leaning over to unclasp her bra, slipping it from her shoulders. Sunshine warmed her back, yet her breasts ached, tightening and contracting to the cool air.


  An overwhelming feeling of complete abandon rocked her to the core of her existence. She wanted to please him. She wanted to blow his mind. Carrie Ann purred, “The other day…what was it that you said? How do you want to fuck me? Hmm?”


  The double question luring him in. Summer’s thumb caught on her lower lip, sensually sliding the pad over the lush wetness, opening her mouth. “Inside, outside, upside down and fucking sideways.”


  She spoke against his skin, licking the underside of his cock. He was a magnificent sight. “What about here?”


  His jaw flexed and one brow lifted in astonishment. He tangled his hands roughly in her hair. “I’ve dreamed of fucking the sweet mouth of yours for ten years, Red. Every time I close my eyes, it’s always your face I see.”


  Licking her lips, she closed around him, sucking as she took him deep. Once, twice, three times.


  “Is this how I look when you think of me?” It was the most brazen thing she’d ever said in her life. The energy running inside her seemed raw and wild. The scene playing out vividly before her very eyes felt very empowering.


  Summer’s head tilted to the side, his eyes darkened to the color of whiskey. “When did you start talking like this?”


  “Since right now.” Taking him into her mouth, she opened her throat, working the entire length of him. He held her head firmly, only guiding, cogently aware of his strength and size. The scent of him, the taste, the connection…all of it making her drunk with pleasure.


  “Good answer.” The words came in rough, strained pants.


  Loosening his restraint on her head, his fingers tousled and twisted at her long hair, piling it atop her head to take in the view. His hips jutted forward, again and again, moving in sync with her rhythm. A coarse groan climbed higher, resounding in his chest.


  “Red. Carrie Ann, oh fuck yessssss.” His frame stiffened. He threw his head back, shuddering a scrumptious release.


  It was hot and sweet and absolutely glorious.


  After a moment, a smile tipped the corner of his mouth, sweeping his hands over her, enjoying as much of her as he could reach. “I guess we can check ‘outside’ off the list…almost.”


  Yanking his jeans over his hips, he offered a hand, assisting her to her feet. He dropped to his haunches. Summer pulled her close, tongue wandering from breast to breast, as he undid her shorts. Her palms moved languidly over his arms and shoulders, marveling at the power.


  “I think I’m a fan of outside. We might have to check it off the list a few times.” Her face flushed and they both smiled.


  Summer spun her around. The tickle of his teeth at the center of her back made her giggle. He placed an endless trail of sweet kisses down her spine, inching her shorts over her full hips, and dropping them to the ground. Standing fully naked in broad daylight, she’d never felt more alive.


  Taking several delectable nibbles of her ass, he slipped the house keys into her hand. “Red…” His moist breath caused every hair on her body to stand at a fine point. “I’m going to go get your suitcase and gather a few of my things from the plane. By the time I get inside I want you lying on my bed. I plan on making love to you till you can’t see straight.”


  “Okay.”


  “Will you take my shirt with you?”


  “Sure,” she agreed breathily, bending to pick up his shirt.


  Trap set.


  She found herself ensnared in the firm grip of his hands on her hips. Summer prompted her to bend further. And she did so, gladly. Legs spread at hips width, she was completely exposed to the direct sunlight.


  A long sigh, saturated with the sounds of sheer awe, coasted over her bottom. “So beautiful,” he murmured, plunging his tongue between the apex of her thighs.


  Hot shots of pleasure rendered her motionless. She surrendered to the marauding, deep and sure. His mouth, all encompassing, fully indulged in her essence. Pressure surged. Carrie Ann dropped her hands to the ground, clasping the tall blades of yellow grass. His mouth glided along the slick of her smooth skin, skillfully drawing her in, plunging and sucking in a precise rhythm. Her hips began to move, involuntarily rocking back and forth with the wicked caress of his tongue.


  Reaching beneath her, his talented fingers targeted her throbbing center with infinite accuracy, meticulously skating and circling the damp delicate nub.


  Long voluptuous contractions rippled through her core, gathering force with each lazy turn. Her legs shifted and quaked as her climax started to take hold. She cried out, “Summer.”


  “Let go, Red.”


  Even in her frenzied state, she recognized the sanctimonious victory lingering in his voice. Her body responded to his instructions on cue, joyously coming undone. He languorously lapped up every last twitch, praising the sweet taste of her between licks.


  In one smooth move, he scooped her into his arms, saving her from collapsing.


  “Keys?”


  “Shorts,” she panted.


  Bending strategically, without losing his hold, he grabbed her cut-offs, swiftly making for the cabin. He nuzzled and kissed her neck. The scruff on his face, damp from her pleasure. Carrie Ann slumped like a rag doll, one arm slung over his shoulder, shudders of release still claiming her core as they clumsily made it over the threshold. Aspen greeted them with a bark, darting circles around his feet.


  Setting her toes to the floor, he cupped the side of her flush face in his palm. She gripped his hips, pressing her naked body against the length of his body. His hard-on jutted from the open fly of his jeans. “That was…beautiful, Carrie Ann.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “There are few things I need from my bag.” He pushed his forehead to hers, consuming her attention. “And where are you going to be when I walk through that damn door?”


  “Naked in your bed.”


  Happiness radiated from the apples of her cheeks seeing Summer bolt off the porch, Aspen on his heels. Entering his room, she opened the blinds and tossed back the fluffy comforter. The white linens sparked a distinct vision of him pleasuring himself. Her eyes fluttered shut, relishing the memory.


  Carrie Ann propped a knee on a chair beside the window. Leaning over the winged back, she rested her elbows on the windowsill. The grin lingering on her lips heightened into laughter watching him haul ass down the runway. The man was absolutely gorgeous, sprinting, shirtless and pants haphazardly falling from his hips. The scenic Montana sky and snowcapped mountains acting as a background to his lean, rugged loveliness.


  A burning sensation gathered behind her eyes as the pounding of her heart decelerated to an easy, blissful rhythm. Sex had never been the same with any of the other men she’d dated. She’d never been able to be as vulnerable. Summer brought a sense of self-discovery, never judging or pushing, just allowing her to explore her own limits. He projected a calm dose of confidence, capturing her spirit in the rawest of forms.


  “God, I’ve missed him.”


  Passing by a mirror, she inspected her face for smudges and tussled her hair so it poured perfectly over her breasts. Moving to his bed, she sprawled out facedown and side-to-side. Sunbeams pushing through the window, pre-warmed the luxurious sheets beneath her tummy. Elbows bent, she propped her chin on her entwined fingers. Her feet crossed at the ankles, toes pointed toward the ceiling, happily swaying back and forth in midair, anxiously waiting to see him in the doorway.


  Summer’s burning gaze landed on her from the hallway painting a sexy smile on his lips as he walked into the room. Letting go of his luggage, he sauntered straight for her. His stare never faltered. Carrie Ann’s hand drifted forward. Their fingertips met, gently stroking and brushing. The energy arcing between the slight connections was momentous.


  “I’ve craved this moment since the last time I saw you lying in my bed.” The hushed rasp clung to the edges of his silky tone. The severe blush on his cheeks revealed deep, raw sentiments. Summer tugged on her fingers encouraging her to her knees. She complied, scooting to the edge of his bed, pressing her hip bones against his stomach. “I have craved you in the simplest ways.”


  Their hands connected, palm to palm, between their chests.


  In a whisper of movement, he brushed kisses to her eyes, nose and cheeks.


  He pressed his forehead to hers, gently nuzzling.


  Their mouths parted, breath mingling as one.


  The vibrations passing between them were simply a beautiful, harmonic phenomenon.


  “Your lips…that little sound you make right before you cum.” Tremors built between them. Easing his face away from hers, he stared into her soul. “But waking up next you is like a dream…a level of Heaven I don’t ever want to be without again. I can’t decide which I’m more excited about, burying myself inside of you or seeing your sleepy face on my pillow in the morning.”


  “Why don’t you let me know tomorrow after we climb out of bed?”


  Her arms went around him. She delved into the waistband of his jeans, capturing his firm ass before pushing his jeans to his hips and below. Taking him into her hand, stroking from base to tip, drew a low growl.


  The hush of his groan, sensual and erotic, slid along her senses.


  Summer grabbed her wrist roughly, bringing it to his mouth. The scorching heat of his kiss ignited a slow burn over the pale flesh. “C’mere. You need to pick which one of these you want me to use.”


  “Excuse me?”


  He hoisted her off the bed, guiding her to the luggage he’d left stranded at the doorway. Summer tossed it on top of the chair near the window. Her brows bent, distress crinkled across her forehead, as he pulled on the zipper. Summer flipped open the suitcase revealing seven boxes of condoms.


  A tremor of a chuckle shook her upper body. “Come prepared, did you?”


  “Not me. You picked these out.”


  “I made you buy condoms?” Carrie Ann was on the pill and they’d never used protection. Not once. But after they broke things off, after that day, she’d refused to have sex without one ever again. Old wounds, haunting and hurtful, fired off a small spark in her gut. He lifted the back of her hand to his lips, squashing the trigger of fear. “What else did I say?”


  “You refused to fuck me, your words…not mine, enforcing the Safety First policy. I waited in the car while you ran into the store…in your gown! My ego quadrupled in size when you came back with seven boxes.”


  “Quadrupled? I don’t know how you managed to still fit in the car?” she teased. Her nerves settling. “Please tell me it wasn’t the pharmacy by my house?”


  “It was.” Laughter simmered in his throat. Wrapping his arms around her waist from behind, he nudged the hard length of him into the small of her back. “I asked you if the clerk said anything and you said no, stating that you had dumped the boxes on the counter telling the clerk, ‘The devil’s in the details.’.”


  “Shit.”


  “You also boasted that we were going to use every single one of them.” His lips traced the shell of her ear. “Where would you like to start?”


  She sketched a finger over the boxes. Each one displayed the words, XL, Lubricated, and their own unique stamp of approval. Carrie Ann struggled briefly with the notion of covering him up. Part of her wanted to disregard her qualms. A long moment passed. Her finger dawdled from package to package. Her hesitancy was a clear indication of indecision.


  His hands began to roam over her body with intention. “I’d prefer not to use them, but you insisted. If you want the truth, Carrie Ann, I’ve never been able to trust anyone since you. I’ve always used condoms. But I hate the idea of having anything between us.”


  Anything between us. Guilt festered and gnawed, robbing her of a response.


  Sensing her distraction, he picked up the black and gold box, stating, “Let’s table the subject for now. Maybe we can revisit in a day or two. Or an hour or two.”


  Choking back nerves, she sighed heavily, marshaling a smile. “Okay.”


  Summer coasted a hand down the length of her arm, lacing their fingers. Clumsily, she spun to face him, searching out the hard planes of his chest. He brought his mouth to hers, intimately savoring each far corner, licking deeper, pacing the moment. An ache, deep and low, spurred her on. Her fingers keyed up the sides of his neck, fitting around his skull, holding him to her mouth. Their tongues twisted in a delicate, sensual, dance, searching nuances of their past while acutely aware of their future.


  His kiss turned greedy with hurried roughness. Summer threaded his fingers through her hair, blindly guiding her to the bed. Their thighs brushing with each step.


  Tearing her mouth free, she gasped, “Summer?”


  “Yes, Red?” His lips and teeth grazed along the sensitive spot behind her ear.


  “I’ve missed you…all this time. I’ve really, really missed you.”


  “We’ll make up for time lost.”


  A sexy smile spread across his face. His eyes gleamed mischievously, tossing her onto the bed with ease. A shaky giggle whooshed from her lungs, but quickly changed tempo as Summer climbed over her. Wedging a knee between her thighs, his mouth enclosed the tip of her breast, cupping the fullness in the palm of his hand.


  The weight of his body, heavy and warm, settled over her. His tongue moved to the other mound, gently rolling her moist nipple between his fingers. She could feel the length of him, thick and rearing, against her thigh. Her body twitched and writhed beneath him. Carrie Ann was on fire.


  Invasion now assured, she clenched relentlessly at the emptiness, welcoming the needed relief. He brought his face directly above hers, kissing her breathless. Clasping an arm securely beneath her, he scooted to the center of the bed. Summer moved over her, straddling her waist, stretching to find the black box. She lifted her head from the bed, laying a trail of wet kisses down his oblique’s.


  The rip of foil drew her attention. A frown began to weave between her brows, but before her mind had time to contemplate, Summer adjusted the condom over the engorged head, slowly unrolling it over the length.


  “Red,” he said in a quiet voice, pulling her from her thoughts.


  Their gazes collided, mesmerizing her with liquid gold heat.


  “I see that gorgeous mind of yours starting to work too hard. It’s okay. I promise, when I’m through with you…this will be the last thing that you remember.”


  He eased over her, their bodies entwined in slow revolutions, rolling over the big bed. Their hands explored the heated terrain of the other’s body, lost in a lustful fascination. Carrie Ann couldn’t get enough of his mouth. She needed to feel his kisses, rough and aggressive. Summer took her moans into his mouth, matching her zealous kisses. Arms and legs entangled, sliding and stroking, teasing her until she was nearly out of her mind with lust.


  “Now. Right now,” she begged, twisting her head, sinking her teeth into the thick dense muscle of his wrist.


  He nudged at her entrance, pulling a hoarse cry from her throat. “Is this what you want?”


  “Yes!” Her legs spread wide and her hips swiveled upward in a thrust.


  Summer eased inside her, withholding full penetration. He took painstaking deliberations to be gentle. Entering her in slow measured increments, again and again. Allowing her time to yield and mold herself to the thick intrusion.


  “Easy, Red. I don’t want you to hurt you.”


  She shook her head wildly, flailing back and forth in an urgent disagreement. Wispy strands of hair sticking to the fine mist of perspiration on her face. He settled onto his elbows, palming the hair from her forehead. As she opened her mouth to protest or beg, her brain unable to differentiate, he pushed deeper, bringing excruciating pleasurable relief. She cried out.


  Summer withdrew a little, taking her mouth in a primal kiss as he buried himself inside, filling her completely. Carrie Ann bucked beneath him. Her arms curled beneath his shoulders, gripping his back. His muscles flexing under the pressure of her nails. The onslaught of pressure surged forward with each long, slow, powerful, drive, building into a tireless rhythm.


  Clasping her wrists, he pinned her to the bed, impaling her with controlled strokes. He searched for the perfect balance of force and speed, until she submitted to his tempo. Their bodies rocked in perfect unison. Rising and falling, opposing forces working together in some mysterious gravitational pull.


  Releasing her mouth, their stares locked. Years of lost time faded away with each heavy thrust. Every movement began to translate into an emotion. Desire…need…trust…adoration, they all crashed down over her, penetrated her soul far deeper than the physical movements.


  Her moans of satisfaction grew until she cried out his name. “Summer.”


  “Fuck, I’ve missed you,” he growled, burying his face in the crook of her neck. His mouth wandered hungrily over her throat as he filled her. “The way you say my name…Christ, Red, I have waited so long to hear the sounds you make when I’m inside you.”


  She couldn’t hold back. The back of her head pushed against the bed. His name ripped from her throat in a voice sounding nothing like her own. “Summer…”


  Her hands slammed against the mattress. Sheets mangled under the strain of her fingers. The wet slide and stunning invasion, bringing her to a near unbearable pleasure. The lids of her eyes dusted shut as she began to peak. Spasms rolled and rippled, quaking through her body. Her legs clamped to his hips, holding on, until the last twitches left her body.


  Summer starved off his climax until she freed the linens from her death grip. Her eyes opened wide, witnessing the magnificent sight of sweet strain covering his face. Blood pulsing through his veins, flexing the powerful muscles in his neck as he found his release.


  In that moment of passion, he staked claim to her heart.


  As Summer peered down, she realized he’d never lost possession.


  Carrie Ann had been his all along.


  
    Chapter Eleven
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  Hitching her leg over his hip, Carrie Ann burrowed into the crook of his arm. The heated scent of Summer and sex filled her senses. Her hand roamed lazily along the stacked muscles of his abdomen, fingers playing in the damp trimmed tendrils below. His arm came around her, petting and coasting each dip and curve as he pressed a kiss into the silky strands of her wet hair.


  It wasn’t even noon and they’d had sex twice, not counting the appetizer. He’d hauled her into the shower, washing her thoroughly from head to toe. They’d kissed a dozen times under the cascade of water, each desperately needing to replenish the void in time passed. Things got a little dicey when he hoisted her up against the tile wall, but they managed to pull it off without bodily injuries.


  “What would you like to do today?”


  “You,” she blurted playfully before he had a chance to offer any choices.


  “I’m fairly certain that’s a given.” His tone was smooth and relaxed. Happy. “Has it ever been like this for you with anyone else?”


  Twisting her face into his chest, she kissed the smooth skin, replying honestly, “No. It’s never even come close. You?”


  His chin moved back and forth against the top of her head. “Never.”


  Cuddling closer, her lids grew heavy. She drew in a deep breath which turned into a yawn. “How bout a nap?”


  Summer eased them onto their sides, snuggling up to her backside. His hand turned lazy full circles over her hip. Cupping one cheek, he lifted, wedging his semi-hard erection between her thighs.


  “I’ll try, but I can’t make any promises.” A smile colored his voice, pulling the covers to their shoulders.


  She tucked them beneath her chin, wriggling her body tightly to his, so all of their points connected. “I take it back. Can we just stay in bed all day?”


  “I think I can handle that.”


  An extreme state of relaxation slipped over her like the low clouds moving into the valley. Carrie Ann dozed off to sleep, swathed in the comfort and safety of Summer.
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  A detachable wine bottle holder locked to the side of an insulated backpack. Carrie Ann leaned against the kitchen counter, snooping inside the sophisticated canvas picnic basket, taking inventory of the miniature corkscrew, salt and pepper shakers, and cutting board. Digging further into a separate larger compartment, she found sandwiches, trail mix, and cut up fruit.


  Summer and Aspen strolled through the backdoor. The puppy bound toward her with a bark. Carrie Ann knelt down, receiving a dozen good morning kisses.


  “Pretty impressive picnic basket you got there.”


  His gaze lingered up her bare legs. A haughty grin slanted one corner of his lopsided smile, noticing her breasts filling out his thin white t-shirt. “If you’re impressed by the cooler, I can’t wait to hear what you say about everything else I have planned.”


  “Where are we going?”


  He approached, sifting his fingers through the tangles of her morning hair. Hooking a finger beneath her chin, he nuzzled the tip of her nose with his. “Good morning, beautiful.”


  “Good morning, handsome.” Rising to her toes, she planted a kiss on his chin dimple.


  “You wanna go hiking?” He grabbed her in a full embrace, deepening the kiss. She nodded beneath the scorch of his mouth. There was really no need for him to even ask. Summer introduced her to trekking through the great outdoors during their first month of dating and it quickly became a shared passion. “Get dressed. I’ve got everything else ready to go.”


  An hour later, he directed her beyond the far corner of the barn. Her mouth gaped open catching sight of an orange Jeep Wrangler, jacked up and tricked out to the hilt, parked on the grass in front of three double garage doors spanning the back of the barn.


  She tilted her head, slicing him a glance above the rim of her sunglasses. “We suddenly have a vehicle at our convenience? If I remember correctly, you said you only had a plane here.”


  “Actually, you asked for car keys. And clearly, this is not a car. It’s an off-road vehicle.”


  She saw a flash of white as he loaded the backpack into the back seat. Carrie Ann would definitely not consider herself a truck aficionado, but she circled the Jeep in awe, inspecting its rugged, thick steel cage, gigantic springs, and beefy bumper with a built-in winch.


  “But, you don’t even have a driveway.”


  “Now, what fun would that be, Carrie Ann?” His tone sardonic.


  “But, how did you get it here?” She inspected the outreaches of the property. “Here I thought we were in the middle of nowhere. I suppose Mayberry is five miles down the road?”


  Summer moseyed to the passenger side of the Jeep, opening a door that mimicked a ride enclosure at a California amusement park. Extending a hand, he encouraged her to use the step. As she raised her leg, he gladly assisted, spanning her bottom with one hand. Carrie Ann felt his middle finger glide between her cheeks. He twisted her hips so she faced him and nibbled on the exposed skin above the waistband.


  “Jackson Hole is a short flight away, about one hundred miles.” He pointed southward and then moved his finger around like a compass. “Glacier National Park is about two hundred and fifty miles north. I’m told that our closest neighbor is a bed and breakfast about a thirty minute drive from here. There’s a small town there too. Nothing special. Just a gas station.”


  Nerves fluttered in her stomach hearing the word our to describe his neighbors. Both were so immersed in the right now, they hadn’t even gotten close to discussing the future.


  Her chin jutted forward, snooping further into the garage. “What else are you hiding in there?”


  “Snow mobiles, four wheelers, a kayak and all kinds of fishing gear.”


  “You fish?”


  “Red, if you’re going to insist on standing here, taunting me with heaven a mere tongue lashing away, I’m going to rip those shorts off you and take you right here. I was hoping to make it to a little spot I found last time I was here.”


  Tempted, her hooha waved from down under, giving a little hug, tempting her to strip. She could feel the blush seeping across the cheeks, climbing into her seat. Her heart beat a little quicker realizing he’d wanted to take her someplace special.


  “What about Aspen? Isn’t she coming with us?”


  He tossed her a rogue smile, turning the key. “Not today.”


  Summer navigated his way through the dense forest, following somewhat of a marked trail. Two narrow tire tracks barely visible in the dense grass. He informed, “By the way, this is the driveway.”


  Making their way out of the trees, he drove along the spellbinding glacier-carved valley nestled between the craggy peaks blanketed in ancient fir, and spruce pines. Their conversation flowed easily and naturally, exploring the varied terrain of the land. There was no need to fill the quiet solitude with dialogue. Both were completely comfortable simply being in the others’ presence. Summer happily pointed out a few wildlife sightings including, mule deer, bighorn sheep, a gigantic moose, and a small heard of elk grazing in a meadow near a broad lake.


  Stopping to pick a bouquet of wildflowers and munch on some trailside berries, she asked, “I don’t understand. How do you get gas?”


  “Pardon?”


  “You know, for your Jeep? And your other toys? How do you get gas and power and water all the way out here in the middle of nowhere?”


  Summer erupted into laughter. “Have you been thinking about that the whole drive? You’re supposed to be enjoying majestic Montana.”


  “I’m thoroughly enjoying everything about this place. I was just curious,” she said timidly. “How do you get here in the winter?”


  “Getting here in the winter is tricky and access is controlled by the weather. Much of the cabin is self-sustaining.” Gliding the back of his knuckles along the underside of her jaw, he stole a very nice, long intimate kiss. Summer patted her bottom. “We’re almost there. And I pay a guy, out the nose, to haul gas for me. My connection was already in place when Mr. Redford owned it, but things just switched a generation. The guy who used to do things for Redford…I guess you could call him a caretaker of sorts…retired, so his son handles a few things for me when I need him to. He loves it because he gets paid very well, plus I let him hunt on my property. I’ll show you all the ins and outs of prepping the cabin when we get back. But for now, I really just want you to put all that stuff on the back burner. Let that mind of yours settle.”


  “I can do that,” she said breathily, already simmering under his lips.


  Waterfalls lined the mountainside as they made their way up the pass. Nearing the edge of a cliff, Carrie Ann’s legs stretched out in front of her, stomping on her pretend passenger side breaks, while her fingers grasped the sleeve of his shirt. Her stomach dropped to her toes as the Jeep crawled up the steep trail.


  “Have a little faith, Red. I just got you back. The last thing I want do is lose you again.”


  Her heart felt like it was beating out of her chest. And it had nothing to do with the cliff. Unanswered questions, questions she hadn’t even considered, began to stack up like the mountain ranges off in the distance. Does he have me back? What does back entail? Even though Summer was just a regular guy to Carrie Ann, to the rest of the world he was Ryan a.k.a. Hollywood heartthrob. With old issues set aside, new concerns would present themselves the instant they left Montana.


  Carrie Ann considered herself to be a smart, responsible, confident, put together woman with a good head on her shoulders. But when it came to Summer, she’d always had a jealous streak.


  “Red,” he drew her name out, pulling her from her thoughts.


  “So now that you’ve got me back…what do you intend to do with me?”


  Summer pulled the emergency brake, parking the Jeep beneath the branches of a huge tree. The cocky grin drenching his profile gave an implication of exactly what he intended. Her smile mirrored his. Eyes glued to his gorgeous mouth, she backtracked a bit.


  “I mean, when we go back to LA. What’s going to happen?”


  “I’m guessing a lot more of what’s about to happen right now,” he laughed, lifting an index finger to his lips. “Shhh. You need to relax, unwind, you’re working your brain too hard.”


  “I am relaxed,” she insisted.


  “No you’re not. Not even close. You still have that scrunched up pucker between brows.”


  “I do not.”


  “Yes you do, and you keep taking deep breaths, like you can’t get enough air. You used to do that during finals.”


  He was right and they both knew it.


  One hand on the steering wheel, Summer twisted in his seat raking a long inspection over her. The look of disappointment noticeable behind his sunglasses. A warm hand closed over her knee. He leaned in, mumbling something to the effect of There’s only one reason you should be out of breath right now. His lips brushed her lobe, gently sinking his teeth into the sensitive spot behind her ear. Giddy tingles traveled up her spine, one vertebrae at a time.


  Gripping her around the waist, he maneuvered her out of her seat. She obliged willingly, climbing over the gear shift to straddle his lap. The open air top and doors made for easy access and a comfortable fit. Summer pressed his forehead to hers, kissing the tip of her nose.


  “I had this day all planned out, but it looks like I’m going to need to mix things up a little. You’re so worried about tomorrow you’re not enjoying the right now. I think we both deserve some right now time. How do you suppose I should fix this, Red? Hmm?”


  The timid grin dancing across her lips, vanished to the sound of a purr as his fingers thread through her hair and gently pulled, leaving her throat fully exposed to his mouth. Her eyes closed and back arched, settling into the terrain of his body. A heady rush of sensation coursed through her veins as his tongue played against the pulse in her neck.


  Pressure grew beneath her. The hard imprint of his body brought subtle reminders, tender aches and twinges from the day before as she ground against the thickness.


  “This might be a good remedy.” The comment was meant to be sardonic, but her voice was strung tight.


  “I know how to make you relax.”


  “Yoga?”


  He moved with slow precision, removing his sunglasses, then hers.


  “Not hardly.”


  Summer took her mouth in an insatiable kiss, full of slow exploration. Voracity meshed with seduction, bringing her to a ripened state of pure lust. He worked the lightweight jacket from her shoulders, while she made haste ridding him of his shirt.


  Locking his hands around her wrists, Summer prompting her to take hold of the roll bar. His gaze was severe, brow raised as a warning, encouraging her not to move. Ryan Summer had always been a fan of her curves. He practically worshiped her breasts, treating them as if they were his favorite meal—almost. Definitely courses one, two, and three out of seven. In one swift pinch of his fingers, he unclasped her bra.


  All of her senses turned acute as he began to undress her, removing the straps, one arm at a time. Goosebumps skittered down her arms following the languid trace of his fingertips. A cool mountain breeze rustled through the pines deepening the chill over her body. The tips of her breasts ached, heightening the tingling sensations.


  A tiny flutter of coyness fluttered inside tempting her to release the roll bar and lower her arms. Her chest lifted with each labored breathe. The air sizzled with exhilaration, sparking an uninhibited sensual power over a very powerful man. At that moment, she’d never felt more beautiful.


  His eyes glazed over. “Carrie Ann?”


  “Yes?” She purred confidently.


  “Don’t take this the wrong way…” She watched him force a hard swallow down his throat. “but your boobs…are the most beautiful boobs I’ve ever laid hands on. They’re flawless and lovely and plump.”


  A scowl laced its way across her face running a quick estimation of how many woman he’d slept with. The tally came to an abrupt halt when he growled playfully, nuzzling his nose between the pale mounds. An arrogant grin blazed in his eyes as his tongue drifted over the constricting flesh in a soothing circle. He sucked a nipple into his mouth, working it, until a low moan rose from her throat.


  Releasing the bar with one hand, she reached for his waist. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but…”


  “I already know.” He grasped her wrists. “I’m the best lover you’ve had. And Mr. Fucking Perfect comes in second. I’m not offended.”


  Cocky. Mother. Fucker.


  Blush flooded her cheeks. She squirmed, settling lower, straddling his narrow fit hips. Pressure stiffening beneath her.


  “Carrie Ann, you’re the best lover I’ve had. No bullshit. And we’re not keeping score. I meant it as a compliment and we’re not going to talk about it because it’s bound to start an argument. We’re both jealous fiends. Now…” He fastened her hands to the roll bar. “Don’t move.”


  Summer’s long fingers plunged beneath the spandex waistline of her shorts, reaching beyond the curve of her hips, collecting an extensive portion of her ass in his firm grip. Lifting his back from the seat, he bought his face inches from hers. Nose to nose. A ring of russet brown surrounded the glow of amber igniting in the reflection in his eyes as he reached a bit further, dipping beneath her cheeks.


  She gulped down her insecurities. And just like that the mathematics of past lovers was tabled, relegated to the back burner.


  “Now, you begged me—begged, Red—to pull the plane over so you could climb onto my lap and ride me. Apparently, this used to be your favorite position. I had no idea.” He released her ass and eased his seat back to the horizontal position. With little effort, he maneuvered her legs between his thighs and shimmied her shorts past her ankles. Instinctively, she kicked out of her shoes. “Do you know why I had no idea?”


  She shook her head in reply. Carrie Ann could barely hear him over her own heavy breathing and blood rushing through her eardrums.


  “Because you never told me.”


  “It’s only one of my favorites,” she simmered, pressing her lips together, hiding a timid grin.


  “I don’t think a spiked cocktail should be the factor of why you become so…passionately instructive. We’re old enough to know what we want.” He paused. “Right at this very moment, I want to tease you until you make that sound, that little groan that drives me fucking wild. But I’m more interested in hearing what you’d like.”


  A flush of embarrassment painted her cheeks. Delicious visions danced through her mind. The man had a gift, an erotic intuition, of knowing exactly how to treat her. The slightest touch of his hand could make her smile, moan, or damn near explode. Summer had been her world for two years. She’d always been up for anything and it took zero coaxing.


  Her breathing quickened, but any words of direction or encouragement lodged in her throat.


  He refused to relinquish his stare, patiently waiting for her to confess some sort of untold fantasy she’d kept hidden. Using her toes, she peeled the white cotton socks from her feet. His leg muscles flexed beneath her as he did the same. Summer’s shorts soon followed, forgotten to the floorboard of the Jeep. Using the roll bar for leverage, she returned her legs to each side of the driver seat.


  “I hate to disappoint you, but to be honest, one of the things I’ve missed about…us…is the fact that I feel like you read my mind. It’s quite the turn on,” she murmured coyly. Her bottom lip managed to slip seductively between her teeth. “I’m more of a shower than a teller. Can’t we leave the talking to you?”


  Spreading her thighs wide, she pressed down against the stiff column jutting beneath her. Hands clasped to the bar, her head dropped back, rolling in sync with the rotation of her hips.


  She heard the faint pleasurable sound of his breath hitch.


  “I’ll take that as a yes?”


  “That’s a fuck yes,” he hissed.


  Summer grasped her around the small of her waist, gripping her ribcage. The flat of his hands squeezed tenderly, spreading the warmth, roaming over her nude body. Every touch engulfed her senses. Each point of connection between his heated skin and her cool flesh, delivered a tingle to her most intimate nerve endings.


  Not to be one to shy away from a challenge, she attempted to beckon a sultry voice, teasing, “I mean…we’re completely naked, outside, in broad daylight, and you’re about ready to bury yourself…”


  The buck of his hips, rendered Carrie Ann speechless. Hard pressure slipping against wetness. “Red, you don’t have to say one more word. I’m not asking you to be something you’re not. Just thought maybe you’d been holding something back.”


  Before her old nemesis, guilt had time to remotely contemplate the term holding something back, a zing of pleasure shot through her like a flaming arrow. She gasped feeling the thickness, slick and hot, stroking her outside, skating over her sensitive swollen nub. Holding securely to the roll bar, her back arched and hips rolled each time the hard ridge passed over her throbbing clit. The pleasure sensation, maddening.


  “Do you want to put this on me?” he questioned tentatively, condom in hand.


  A quick beat of silence quickly turned to a minute.


  Letting go of the bar, her hands dropped into her lap. Carrie Ann sat motionless, gaping at the foil package. Her hesitancy had nothing to do with the premium quality latex.


  She didn’t want anything between them.


  She needed to unload the painful wound concealed deep in her heart. The truth she’d kept hidden from him. She should’ve done it years ago, ten years ago, but time passed and with each day the memory buried itself a little deeper. That shred of acknowledging put a mental road block straight in the path to her hooha.


  “Red?” He sat upright, brushing his mouth to her. Cupping her jaw, he met her gaze. “Your mind is chasing something. Stay with me. Whatever it is can wait.”


  Unable to summon her courage, she agreed with a nod, twisting to find his mouth. Easing her lips open, Summer sank his tongue between her lips, indulging in a long, intimate taste. He didn’t simply just kiss her. He devoured her. The sensual act drew her into the present as the past faded into obscurity.


  Without abandoning the kiss, Summer’s hands worked the contraceptive. He guided her arms above her head and she complied, gripping the bar. Trailing his fingers down her body, he outlined her shape with infinite leisure. His cologne mingled with his natural scent, spicy and intoxicating, engulfing her senses.


  A faint moan escaped her as he splayed a firm grasp over the full curve of her cheeks, encouraging her to lift. Holding to the bar overhead, she elevated her hips as he readied himself beneath her.


  She nudged at the broad head, allowing the tip to glide inside. Taking full control, she lowered slowly, her body molding around the piercing heat. Her thighs contracted raising her hips once, twice, before tolerating complete impalement.


  “Yes.” A hiss of pleasure split the quietness around them.


  “Oh, fuck yes,” he groaned.


  His biceps flexed, palming her bottom, lifting so she topped him again. Loosening the resistance on the bar, she allowed her weight to sink lower, falling into the gravity of a full penetration. Their bodies melded together as he filled her completely again and again. She gripped tighter, alternating between lifting and lowering. The hot, silky friction and coolness of the air, showered her with mind-blowing delight. He supported her with ease, letting her set the pace, permitting her to ride freely. Her body moved with pure abandonment, wild and unrestrained. Neither able to take their eyes off the other, enthralled in unbridled passion covering the other’s face.


  Carrie Ann’s legs trembled as the pressure of her climax began to take control. Unable to hold his gaze any longer, she threw her head back. Strands of long hair stuck to her damp skin covered in perspiration. The sound of her voice rose in a cry. His hips jutted upward greeting the roll of her hips with deep commanding thrusts.


  Her body jerked and bucked, fingers clamped securely to the brace. Summer sat forward, roughly wrapping his arms around her back and hips, driving deeper. Smashing her to his chest, he caught a handful of hair and tugged, fishing for another moan. She happily delivered.


  “You love it when I pull your hair,” he growled, fisting his grip tighter into the tresses.


  A long, drawn-out moan sufficed as a ‘Yes.’


  Their bodies entwined in a fever rush of madness, bucking and thrusting fiercely as another climax broke over her. He tackled her mouth with ravenous, indecent kisses, seizing her hips, propelling himself deeper with his own release.


  Struggling for air, she forced her fingers free allowing her arms to fall slack around his neck. Summer’s kisses gentled. She collapsed on top of his chest as he reclined backward into the seat. They clung to each other, absorbing the strong tremors of delight ricocheting through their bodies.


  Lying in his arms, Summer still wedged inside, Carrie Ann couldn’t shake the feeling of being a little deprived. She wanted to feel the heat of his release. She wanted to feel the slickness. Wistful romanticism grew stronger with each beat of her heart, leaving her wanting and vulnerable. She found it difficult not to blurt out three little words that had once spilled so easily from her lips.


  The temptation scared her. Sentiments caught in her chest. She wasn’t ready. Once she let him in, there’d be no escaping him…there’d be no escaping the truth. The idea of vocally acknowledging the wounds she’d kept buried for so long weaved an unsettling path through her consciousness.


  A sweet kiss at her temple brought her back to the gorgeous vision in front of her. Carrie Ann smiled warmly. Pressing her lips to the stubble-covered dimple in his chin, she tried to keep her voice steady. “I think I’ve forgotten how good this can be.”


  “I’ve never forgotten,” he whispered near her ear, his deep voice a caress against her skin.


  Summer rummaged through a backpack lying on the backseat, retrieving a wet washcloth from a large Ziploc baggie. Pushing himself to an upright position, he opened the door, and assisted her from his lap. Scrambling out of the vehicle, he discarded the condom to the baggie, warming the cloth in his hand before washing each of them thoroughly.


  “How many of those Ziplocs do you have in the backpack?”


  A flash of white smile disappeared behind his shirt, as he yanked it over his head. “Three.”


  “Good answer,” she giggled, slipping into her shorts.


  They spent the next hour and a half hiking along the spine of the range. She huffed and puffed, feeling a shortness of breath in the thin mountain air. Summer navigated his way up a trail of sorts, stopping at an overlook.


  “Wow.” Her breath diminished, riveted by the stunning panoramic views. The complete scope of Montana solitude on full display. Mother Nature showed off her beauty in vivid blends of yellows and greens. Not to be left out, the sophisticated greys and burnt sienna of the surrounding peaks stood erect like soldiers protecting the alpine cirque in the valley below. The considerable trek well worth every ache and pain she’d feel in her glutes later.


  “Nice perspective, isn’t it?” He retrieved a blanket fastened to the bottom of his pack and rolled it out on a flat patch of ground in the sun.


  “I’d say this qualifies as a million dollar view.”


  “You think? I was thinking we might have to go to Paris for the million dollar view.”


  “Paris? I’ve never been.”


  “Or maybe St. Lucia, Italy, Seychelles…I have a list of places I want to take you.”


  “You’ve been getting around.”


  “Actually, out of the bunch, I’ve only been to Paris. And I wasn’t on vacation. I was there while filming…”


  “You know you don’t have to do that?”


  “Do what?”


  “Take me places to impress me.”


  A low filthy chuckle sifted through the tendrils of loose hair as he moved in behind her, nuzzling into the crook of her neck. The sinfully rich, melodious tone made her toes curl.


  “We both know all I need to do to impress you is slip my fingers into that gorgeous mane of dark hair of yours.”


  Her agreement came as a giggle, as she pressed a sideways kiss to his cheek. He crossed both arms beneath her chest, resting his chin on her shoulder. Both of their thoughts seemed to be floating along the clouds gathering to the west in the far distance. A soft pink hue danced beneath the belly, magnifying the bold landscape colors even further.


  “You remember my old truck?”


  “How could I forget Big Dirty?” An enormous grin slid across her face. On a campus full of influential sports cars, boasting egos and statuses, his big black four wheel drive stuck out like a sore thumb. “I always loved that truck.”


  “Red?”


  His pause prompted a reply. “Yes?”


  “What do you want out of life?”


  “’Scuse me?” She didn’t know why she acted like he needed to repeat the question. She’d heard him crystal clear. And he knew it. Summer gave her a significant glance, raising an inquisitive brow. “I don’t know. I guess I just want to be happy.”


  “You’re happy. I can tell. You love your career. You have a fearsome work ethic. You love your friends. You’re content with where you’re at in life. But that’s not what I’m asking you.”


  “What are you asking?” Her voice a quiet rasp. Nerves fluttered in her stomach like the wings of a hummingbird. Heat flushed her chest and cheeks.


  Summer swayed with the breeze. “When you’re lying in bed at night and it’s just you and your thoughts, what do you dream of?”


  A notch tugged between her brows trying to figure out how the conversation switched from Big Dirty to life dreams. Puzzle pieces were spinning and rotating in her mind searching for the correct placement.


  “I’ve been blessed with a phenomenal career that I never saw coming. After losing football, I would’ve never even considered acting. It just fell into my lap. The opportunities that have been given to me have been astonishing. In some ways I feel so lucky…I’ve got good friends, my family, more money than most people could spend in a lifetime. Yet, I feel like I’m pissing time away.” His lips drew closer to her ear in a raspy whisper. “I’m tired of fucking around with my life. I want more than contentment.”


  Her fingers came to her lips, nervously rubbing along her bottom lip as she pondered the enormity of the question.


  “God, I remember thinking life was so damn easy. When I was on the field, it felt like I was catching every green light on the road of life. I always loved that truck. It didn’t matter if I washed it or if it was covered in mud, no one ever gave it a thought…because they never noticed it. When I signed my first movie deal, the first thing I wanted to do was sell that truck and get a sports car.”


  “The Viper.” She could barely suppress her frown, inquiring, “I never understood why you bought that thing? All the rich kids drove those in college.”


  “Exactly,” he muttered, in a sound of disgraceful resignation. “I grew up in a small town surrounded by corn fields. Football was supposed to be my one way ticket to a different life. I was on my way to the top, rising to this incredible high and then everything crashed. Hard. No parachute included. I’m sorry for everything I put you through, Red. You tried so hard to make me feel that everything was going to work out for the best, but I just couldn’t see it that way. I felt like the future I worked so hard for was ripped out of my hands. I took my self-pity out on you.”


  “You were the one who put a monetary value on success. Not me. I get it…you wanted a different life than the one you were raised with, but…”


  “It was made very clear to me that I’d never be enough. I’d never be able to give you the life you were raised with. The life you deserved.”


  Carrie Ann could practically hear her father’s disparaging words, full of judgment and laced with insult. The ugly memory soured her stomach. She hated the way her father treated him.


  “Money doesn’t ensure happiness. Watching you fall apart was the second hardest thing I’ve had to witness.” There was no need to explain. Even as a young girl, the sorrow of her mother’s death defined her. Carrie Ann never looked at life the same way after.


  “I wasn’t ready for it. I wasn’t ready for any of it…especially the overnight success that followed.” He gently traced the back of his fingers along the underside of her chin, still using her shoulder as a pillow. “Suddenly, I had the money, the fame, the house, that stupid sports car, but they were just crutches for my personal satisfaction. I became obsessed with appearance and how everyone else in the world viewed me. I was meticulously aware of how I spoke, who I was seen with, even how I shook someone’s hand for fuck’s sake. I turned into my car. A pretentious self-centered, asshole and I didn’t like what I saw in the mirror.”


  Enthralled in his story, a small smile of understanding lifted at the corners of her mouth. She touched her index finger to his chin dimple. “You’ve never been an asshole.”


  “Yeah, I was and I got pretty sick of myself.”


  “Under all that sexy, bravado of arrogance, you were always grounded, Summer. What changed it around for you?”


  “I split for a while. Trekked through Peru, spent some time in India. Got my head on straight. Getting away from the spotlight forced me to look inside…take inventory on what makes me happy. It helped immensely, but I still couldn’t shake this feeling inside of me…this conviction of failing.”


  “You’ve never failed at anything. Sometimes things in life just happen. Things we don’t have control over.”


  “Yeah well, life sent me over the edge when I couldn’t make it to Shayla’s wedding. I was on location in New Zealand. I was angry, seriously outraged, because I couldn’t be there. That’s when I realized…my anger had absolutely nothing to do with Shayla and John getting married. I was livid because I wouldn’t get the chance to see you.”


  She could feel the look of hurt creeping across her forehead. Carrie Ann had pretended, even to herself, to be so relieved that he couldn’t attend the wedding, but deep down she was disappointed not to see him. “I’ve never really admitted this, not even to Shayla, but…”


  “Umm, actually you have admitted it. And I really could’ve done without that one, Carrie Ann. You were totally bummed that I wasn’t at the wedding. But you were so worried that I’d show up last minute with another woman you brought a date, which led to a horrible one-night stand. Which you’ve blamed me for…for the last five years.”


  Carrie Ann looked away in humiliation, nervously digging a hole in the dirt with her shoe. She murmured crossly, “It was all your fault.”


  “Yes. It was my fault and I don’t know if I’ll ever forgive myself for letting you out of my life long enough to give other men the opportunity of…enjoying you.”


  Jealously began a slow assault on her senses. The handful of relationships and lovers she’d had over the years paled in comparison to the countless affairs he’d had, not including weekend fucks. The mere thought of the headcount set her on a very sharp edge of combustion.


  “What about all the women you’ve enjoyed?” she snapped.


  “Maybe we should just get this out of the way right now?” He spun her around. His probing stare locked in hers, scrutinizing her features. Carrie Ann squirmed to get out of his arms, but he refused to release her. Hands pressed against his chest, she could feel hard running emotions pounding beneath her fingers. “If you think it was any easier for me to see you with someone else, you’re wrong. It was all I could do not to rip each one of them apart, limb by limb. Now…we can either table the discussion or get it out the way. Which do you prefer?”


  “No, I don’t want to talk about all the women you’ve slept with.” Her temper ignited. She panted and wriggled trying to get free. Her face screwed into a tight snarl of frustration and repugnance, imagining the amount of spray-tanned flawlessness that had laid between his sheets. Emotions pricked the corner of her eyes.


  “There’s not much to say, Red.” In one smooth move, Summer scooped her up into his arms and carried her to the blanket. “Every woman I’ve been with, for that matter, every woman I’ve ever known, pales in comparison to you.”


  “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “Yes, you do.”


  “Tabled.”


  “Believe me, Red, you’re going to get to the tabled, but right now I think we need to clear the air.”


  Her eyes fluttered and heart melted at the mere hint of table sex. Heavy breaths huffed from her flared nostrils. It was silly and stupid for her to be jealous, but she was sick with it.


  Summer dropped to his knees and set her on her bum, and spun her so they were nose-to-nose. He crawled over her, arranging her just so, until his rear pointed skyward and his forearms rested at each side of her head. His lips inches from hers.


  “We’re at nine thousand feet. The air can’t get any clearer,” she nipped sullenly, cutting him a sardonic eye roll.


  Summer brushed the tip of his nose to hers, nudging playfully. He maneuvered his head to keep the sun from glaring into her eyes. She could barely make out his face, shadowed from the bright rays, but she could still make out his eyes smiling softly, taunting her with happiness. The man always possessed a distinct capability, an art really, of making her laugh when she was pissed.


  “It’s just something I’m going to need to get over.”


  “There’s nothing to get over. My past is my past. Your past is your past. Life is what it is, Carrie Ann. We can’t go back, we can only move forward. I give you my word…you’ll never have any reason to feel jealous again.” The tender sincerity in his tone, played along her heart strings. Summer palmed a few flyaway hairs from her face. His mouth moved over hers, delivering a sweet kiss. “You own my heart. You always have. Everything else has just been white noise filling in the blank spaces.”


  A long sigh of acceptance drifted free from her tight pursed lips, steadying her shaky exhale. Her eyes adjusted to the light. She focused on his throat, smooth and tan. Appetizing. Carrie Ann brought her palms to his neck, entwining them at his nape. “I kind of like this…softer side of you, Summer.”


  “Oh really?” He growled. “It’s the only thing soft you’re going to get from me today.”


  “Is that so?” she countered boldly, trying to keep a straight face. “Gonna give it to me hard?”


  “Carrie Ann Lowell, from now on you get it however you’d like it.” His tone riddled with impeccable politeness. For a millisecond. “Hard and fast, slow and dirty…you just say the word, but today I plan on fucking you into exhaustion.”


  [image: *]*


  “What the…” A sea of white greeted them when they walked through the door. Toilet paper was strewn from one end the cabin to the other. “Aspen!”


  “Uh-oh.” Carrie Ann contained her giggles behind the palm of her hand. “Looks like someone was a busy girl while we were gone.”


  “Oh…she is in T.R.O.U.B.L.E. Aspen!” Authority rang in his voice as he called again. Summer gathered long strips and tiny pieces of tissue in his hand, making his way into the living room.


  Movement stirred beneath a pile of flowy white cotton. A black nose and sleepy brown eyes peered out between the pillowed squares. A golden fluff ball emerged, fiercely barking as she charged toward them protectively.


  “What did you do?”


  Aspen skid to a halt, identifying the intruder as her master returning home after a long day. She whined, wiggling from head to tail, trotting toward them with a scarf made of toilet paper. Carrie Ann forced herself to look away from the cuteness.


  Summer held out the ream of toilet paper in his hand. “This is a no, no. Bad girl, Aspen.”


  The pup slowed to a crawl, literally, inching closer on her belly. She looked guilty as hell, sprawled out on the floor like a Swiffer sweeper. Aspen avoided Summer’s harsh stare as he scolded her several times before sneaking off to hide on her doggie bed.


  “I’m so proud of you. You’re so strict. I would’ve totally caved. I mean seriously…look how stinking adorable she is. Even when she’s bad.”


  Summer turned his back to the dog, so she couldn’t see the humor weave through his smile. He winked at Carrie Ann, whispering out the side of his mouth, “Go get your camera.”


  “I knew you were a big softy.”


  She snapped a dozen disaster photos and a short video collecting evidence of the destruction. Summer sat cross-legged on the floor reengineering the locking mechanism on the puppy play pen. Aspen snuck out of her timeout position, warily making her way to her daddy, head hung low in remorse, with a deflated football in her mouth.


  “Drop it.”


  She placed the ball in his lap as peace offering.


  “Good girl,” he praised.


  Summer lowered his nose to hers. His eyes pierced into a hard squint, holding until she couldn’t take it any longer. Catching him off guard, Aspen slurped a big wet kiss right on his mouth. He laughed out loud, easing back onto a pillow, accepting her apology kisses.


  After a few tosses of the football, it didn’t take long for both of them to pass out. Carrie Ann located his phone, grabbed a jacket from an antler, and quietly slipped outside to message Shayla.


  It’s me, Carrie Ann.


  I figured things out.


  Can you talk for a minute?


  Within seconds, the phone vibrated in her hand. Her cheeks instantaneously heated to a bright shade of crimson. “Hey, Shay.”


  “What does that mean? What have you figured out?”


  “Well, hello to you too.”


  “Don’t you dare…” Her motherly tone vanished as she covertly whispered into the phone, “…fuck with me Carrie Ann.”


  “I can’t believe you hung up on me.” Carrie Ann contained her giddiness, dragging out the torture.


  “Carrie Ann!” A loud warning.


  “We’re together.”


  She couldn’t deny the huge smile from consuming her entire body, wiggling from head to toe, mimicking the puppy. Shrills of excitement rang through the air as Carrie Ann held the phone away from her ear.


  “Together? Please define that before I get too excited.”


  “That means we’re together…as in boyfriend and girlfriend.”


  “Halle-frickin-lujah! It’s about time!” A sentimental sniffle broke through her happiness.


  “Oh my gosh, are you crying?”


  “Heck yes, I’m crying! And I’m covered in goosies. I’ve been waiting years for this to happen. Honestly, I’d given up hope.”


  Shayla’s show of emotion brought the sting of wetness to her lower lashes. Carrie Ann heard John cheering in the background.


  “Stop, you’re making me cry.”


  “Finally! Thank you,” Shayla acclaimed. Carrie Ann could envision her best friend, palms together, chin tilted skyward. “Okay, okay. I want to know every detail. Well, not every detail, but I want the low down.”


  Pebbles crunched beneath her feet as Carrie Ann paced back and forth, recanting the story. She left out the juicy details, partly because John’s big head was wedged between Shayla’s ear and her phone and because she’d always found their intimacy to personal to share. Even with her best friend. However, she managed to indicate that they were even better than ever together, which prompted the question she’d hoped to avoid.


  “Are you really okay?” Shayla’s hushed tone full of concern. “How did Summer take it?”


  Pacing came to a halt.


  “You did tell him, right?”


  Dusk brought a chill to the still air. A shudder trickled down her spine one vertebrae at a time, indicating there was still a backbone hidden in there somewhere.


  “Carrie Ann…” Shayla drew her name out as if Ann had two syllables. Sympathy fused with frustration and disapproval. “You have to talk to him.”


  “I know.” Her assurance resonated lamely…even to her own ears. “I will. I just haven’t found the right time.”


  “Don’t give me that crap. You’ve been alone with him for days.”


  Shayla’s uneasy groan rang in her ear as a bitter warning. Right on cue, her old nemesis guilt appeared, tapping her left shoulder with a pitchfork.


  “I will.” Her voice slipped into a softness, nearly inaudible. “I have to, Shayla. Honestly, I’ve tried, but the words just won’t come out. I don’t know how to start the conversation.”


  Shayla’s tsk of understanding, delivered little comfort. “Promise me you’ll tell him before you come home.”


  Carrie Ann drew in a never-ending breath. She filled her cheeks full of air, expanding them like frightened blowfish, before slowly releasing the pressure through tightly compressed lips. “I promise.”


  
    Chapter Twelve
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  She’d spent ten years trying to force him from her memories, but the days that followed were a magical rediscovery of a love neither had ever truly let go of. The window to her soul had been pushed wide open, welcoming Summer like a breath of fresh air.


  Carrie Ann couldn’t get enough of him and Summer seemed just as content being glued to her side. And her front. And her back. They kissed passionately, danced randomly, made love zealously, and laughed constantly. The simple act of holding his hand felt like a lifeline to their future. Happiness welled from a place deep down inside, bringing life to a place she thought had been wiped from her spirit.


  The word vacation took on an entirely different meaning. No schedules, no clocks, no social media. This was relaxation at its finest. An unadulterated week of being unplugged from the world and uninhibited from one another.


  They went for short hikes, soaked in the mineral pool, lounged by the fire, and had several serious rounds of Who Sunk My Battleship by candlelight. Summer broke out a script and read to her, actually read to her, in front of the fire. The script was touted as a masterful title that would bring the literary sub-genre Domestic Noir to the forefront. Mixing the seductive thriller, or at least the good parts, with his privately distilled whiskey made for an erotic evening. Remaining in character, he slinked down her waist, hooking his thumb through the thin material of her panties. “You are my addiction,” he said with conviction. Taking it a step beyond the sensual scene written on the pages, he plunged his mouth to her apex, bringing her to pieces with his wickedly talented tongue.


  After reaching her peak, she panted, “Just so we’re clear, you’re not taking this role, right? Cause I’d hate to have to hospitalize one of Hollywood’s finest leading ladies.”


  “From now on, you are my only leading lady.”


  “That’s a definitive no, right?”


  A low chuckle simmered in his chest, taking a bite of her inner thigh. “That’s a definitive no.”


  Weather permitting, they took a day trip to Jackson Hole. The upscale sleepy village offered limitless opportunities to outdoor enthusiasts of every age and acted as a magnet for fast paced family fun during the peak seasons. Pup in tow, they meandered the streets, hitting a few galleries and designer boutiques infused with authentic western flare. He bought a few trinkets for the cabin, a souvenir hoodie for each of them, plus several handmade candles and oils, promising to use them that night, their last night, at the cabin.


  Though they opted to keep the day casual, Carrie Ann wore a cerulean blue cotton summer dress and her favorite converse while he dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. Though he sported a baseball cap, backwards, people still noticed him. Summer’s height and size made him stand out in any crowd, but his ruggedly handsome features made him a target for women of any age. Not to mention he was named Man Crush of the Year by People.


  Passerby’s pointed and stared, snapping photos from a distance. She found herself on edge with the added attention, but Summer was in his element. He was confident, yet on guard, fully aware of everything going on around them. His ready smile and laid back charm was on full display as he held her hand and kissed her sweetly, openly showering her with affection.


  Children lined the streets and their father’s shoulders, as they gathered in the town square taking in the old fashioned gun-slinging showdown between an infamous outlaw and a posse hot on his trail. The Jackson Hole Shootout Show had been a Montana tradition for more than fifty years.


  After the showdown, they stood in a small informal line, waiting to take a touristy picture under the iconic arch made of elk antlers. A little girl waiting in line behind them wearing pigtails and a water bottle fanny pack, lingered closer, making fast friends with Aspen. Her mother strolled over to oversee the friendship.


  Getting a glimpse of Summer, she squealed, loudly, sending a shriek of excitement throughout the square. “Oh, my God! Oh, my God! I can’t believe it’s you! I love your movies!”


  Summer immediately offered his hand as a polite hello, but the woman was in the middle of a total full-blown fan girl meltdown. She bypassed his extended hand, and dove straight in for a full embrace. Thankfully he had good footing or she might have tackled him to the ground. Carrie Ann stepped back, though she didn’t have much of choice. The mother wedged herself between them, throwing her arms around his waist, like a small child clinging to a giant teddy bear.


  Unable to disguise her shock, Carrie Ann’s eyes popped wide and mouth gaped open. She wasn’t mad, but the element of surprise, left her a bit dazed. Noticing Carrie Ann’s reaction, the woman’s husband clasped hold of his wife’s elbow attempting to draw her away.


  Not happening. There was no way she was letting go. Smashing her crimson cheek against his chest, she drew in a big breath through her nose, indulging in the scent of his cologne. The woman’s eyes drifted shut and her smile filled with wonderment as if he smelled exactly as she hoped he would.


  Summer’s demeanor switched like a flip. No one else seemed to notice, but Carrie Ann witnessed his energy shift one hundred and eighty degrees into work mode. He greeted her with a polite hello and a brief hug before holding her at bay, reaching for her husband’s hand. The two men exchanged a nod, a gesture of sorts, an underlying indication that the man needed to peel his wife from Summer’s frame.


  The thirty-something man, who appeared to be somewhat mortified by his wife’s behavior yet a little star struck himself, collected her by the arm, encouraging, “Honey, step back and give Mr. Ryan some breathing room.”


  A small crowd started to gather. Carrie Ann’s gaze sifted defensively through a sea of curious onlookers. Summer snagged Carrie Ann by the waist, pulling her to his side, graciously offering a quick picture in hopes of quieting her outburst.


  “You want me in the picture?” she whispered in his ear. “I don’t think she wants me in the photo. Really, I don’t mind. Go ahead.”


  The words I don’t mind tumbled from her mouth so easily. Too easily. And Summer knew it. She minded. The fact that the majority of women in the world ranging from birth to ninety-nine found him one of the sexiest men on the planet would take some getting used to and some learned restraint on her part. However, having a father known for his savvy courtroom tactics that may or may not have allowed more than one criminal free to walk the streets, Carrie Ann did more than enjoy her privacy, she cherished it. One little crowd in the middle of nowhere wouldn’t compare to the chaos that would be waiting for them in Hollywood. Stepping foot on the tarmac in LA was going to be a three-ring circus.


  Summer tucked a loose piece of hair behind her ear, bringing his eyes around to meet hers. “I mind,” his undertone, profuse with emotion.


  One by one phones lifted to head-height, snapping pictures that would surely be added to a dozen Yellowstone family vacation photo albums. They posed for a picture with the woman, and a few with the entire family, Aspen included.


  Making their way out of the crowd, tourists stopped him for a few more pictures and several asked for autographs. Carrie Ann assured, voice strung with humor, “I bet you a hundred bucks she crops me out of every picture in less than five minutes.”


  Raising a brow, he hooked an arm over her shoulder, drawing her into his chest, planting a big kiss of possession to her lips. “I bet she saves this one.”


  Summer made special reservations for two and a half at the Snake River Grill. The Chef treated them to a scrumptious full-course meal of ember toasted baby carrots, smoked octopus with a to-die-for Italian Chile sauce, cast-iron roasted cauliflower, and dry-aged ribeye grilled to perfection. Unable to take another bite, Chef fashioned a to-go cooler complete with dry ice, topping off dinner with a decadent homemade Eskimo Bar served with a side of rich gooey hot caramel, as well as a special treat for Aspen, too.


  Boarding the plane, Summer offered assistance, grabbing her hips, stating with a growl as he took a bite of her bum, “I’ve got plans for that caramel sauce.”


  The heated promise brought a blush to her cheeks. She couldn’t take her eyes off him as he loaded their bags. Sauce or no sauce, she wanted him in her mouth. Summer rummaged through the to-go bag, sending her pulse skyrocketing. She wondered if it was the wisest of ideas to fool around while flying. Probably not. She started to protest, but zipped her lips when he retrieved Aspen’s steak bone from the bag and tossed it into the trash with a loud thud.


  As he climbed into the pilot seat, she questioned, “No dessert for Aspen?”


  “No. I didn’t want to offend Chef, but I don’t think it’s a good idea.”


  “Why? Dogs love bones.”


  “Well, first off she’s never had one and it might make her tummy upset.” His brow arched in absolute conviction, like that of an overly protective parent of a young child. “And that bone had already been grilled. I read that you should start them off with a bone that’s been boiled, that way there’s less chance of splintering. Either way, I’d rather wait till we get home, so she can be outside in case it makes her sick.”


  “Oh.” Brows furled, she nodded in surprise. “You read up on dogs before getting a puppy?”


  “Of course.” He twisted, stretching to poke a finger through Aspen’s dog crate strapped into the seat. He rubbed the tip of her wet nose. “I have to know what’s best for my little girl.”


  The paternal concern he showed to Aspen, stroked every raw nerve ending she possessed. Carrie Ann fell quiet on the short flight back to the cabin. Tensions gathered in her stomach as her thoughts lingered. In fifteen hours they’d be flying back to California. Which meant she had fourteen to come clean. She’d hidden the hurt for so long, sharing the memory wouldn’t come easily.


  When the plane came to a stop, she stared out the glass. Her gaze was transfixed on absolutely nothing, just absorbed in the notion that she needed to open her mouth. She needed to say something. Every minute that passed became more difficult.


  She had no idea how long they’d been sitting in silence when she felt his hand close over hers. After a few coursing seconds, Summer gave a double squeeze before bringing the tips of her fingers to his lips.


  “You okay, Red?”


  “Just a little tired,” she remarked softly, attempting to mask the sound of her lungs moving in an uneven surge. Anticipation and fear strangled the words of admission in her throat. Her heartbeat turned unruly at the thought of having to see the disappointment in his eyes. Risking the chance that he’d never forgive her, robbed her of the courage required to share the scar inflicted on her damaged soul.


  Summer exited the plane, unloading the puppy and packages. Assisting her from the aircraft, he suggested, “How bout if I draw us a hot bath?”


  Carrie Ann nodded, slipping her arm around his waist. He slung his free hand over her shoulder and they strolled toward the cabin.


  Dusk began to take hold, muting the vibrant colors of the setting sun as they disappeared over the horizon. The racing of her heart calmed in its urgency, allowing her to be present in the moment. There was something special, a wistful feeling of nostalgia, about the time of day when the twilight slipped into the darkness and the crickets began their nightly serenade. The damp chilly air made her snuggle closer. She curled her fingers into the seam at the side of his shirt, laying her head on his chest.


  Somewhere between the plane and the cabin, her walking came to a halt. She argued silently with her thoughts, words, and apologies, spinning relentless circles in her mind.


  Carrie Ann tilted her face upward readying herself for the talk. His lips bowed south, the amber of his eyes still shined bright in the darkening skies. The lashes of her eyes fluttered as she opened her mouth. “Summer…”


  Her stomach leaped, feeling his fingers thread through her hair and curve around the sides of her head, cradling her skull. She stiffened from head to toe in surprise when he crushed his lips to hers, kissing her long and hard. Each lick of his tongue and bite of his teeth, an erotic impact on her soul. The seduction, inexorable.


  The kiss went on and on until every ounce of tension was stripped from her body. His unquenchable need had nothing to do with lust or sex and everything to do with a passion drenched with adoration. She sagged against his frame, floundering and groping at the flexing surface of his back to keep from crumpling to the ground if her knees gave out.


  “Now, I don’t know what’s weighing so heavily on your mind, but whatever’s putting that frown on your face needs to be gone.”


  “But…”


  “There’s no but, Carrie Ann. I’m gonna haul your ass inside and we’re going to take a hot bath and make love and indulge in a world famous Eskimo Pie…and I can’t promise you exactly what order. But I can promise that by the time I get done with you, your mind is going to be untroubled and that damn notch puckered between your brows is gonna be history. I know you’re concerned about what’s going to happen when we get back to LA. We’ll deal with reality when it gets here tomorrow, but right now we’re going to enjoy this little patch of heaven on earth. No distractions, no deadlines, no scripts, no work, no media, no worries. It’s just you and me.” He paused, cupping a hand into the shape of a C around his ear. “Do you hear that?”


  Stretching her neck skyward, Carrie Ann held still and listened. Her bottom lip slipped between her teeth as she shook her head.


  “It’s the caramel sauce calling. I’ve kept my hands…and tongue off you all day long.” His palm coasted down her back and over the curve of her ass. The glow of his eyes heated to cognac, gliding his middle finger lower between her cheeks. “Now, I’ve got plans for you tonight and they involve some seriously…intimate moments. Are you good with that?”


  “Yes,” she whimpered. She didn’t stand a chance in hell of turning him down. The bravery she’d summoned minutes earlier, lost to the moment. For now.


  Curling his hand around her icy fingers, Summer lowered his mouth to the vulnerable curve of her neck. She perched on the tips of her toes, head tilted, encouraging his full exploration. He kissed and nibbled, probing the sensitive area until goosebumps covered the flesh of her arms and a low moan slipped from her parted lips.


  “That’s better.” His expression, serious, committed to the evening he’d planned.


  Carrie Ann didn’t know how many hours had passed and she really didn’t care. Moonlight shone through the large picture window beside the tub big enough for two, painting a dreamy picture of seduction. Summer took his sweet time with her, undressing and bathing by candlelight. Time stood still as he showered her with affection. His strong hands ran over her body in slick sweeping motions, washing every inch of her. The muted light added a degree of sensuality as her hands sluiced over his masculine form in awe.


  Using the seashell scoop tied to the jar, he dipped into the glass jar of Mediterranean Sea salt, laden with geranium flower petals and an aphrodisiac of aromatic oils. He moved from limb to limb, gently exfoliating her entire body, bringing blood to the surface of her skin.


  “The jar says it’s supposed to leave your skin smooth as velvet and sweet as sugar. I think I need to test their claims.”


  “I think it’s a must. That could be false advertising,” she whispered in a teasing tone.


  “Sit back.” The command in his voice nothing more than an ache of a rasp. He arranged her bottom atop several folded towels at the edge of the tub. Pieces of her dark, sodden hair fell over her breasts. She leaned back, resting her weight on the palms of her hands. Desire coiled through her, causing her stomach muscles to quaver in anticipation. Shadows danced across her nude body as Summer moved a candle, adjusting its spotlight of illumination. Wonder gushed from the intensity of his stare. “Spread your legs for me, Red.”


  Caught in a trance of the utter perfection kneeling before her, she could barely hear his request. Summer’s tan body, silky and wet, glistened in the flicker of muted light. Her gaze traveled downward from his wide shoulders and tight waist, locking on the long, thick column protruding from the surface of the water.


  Far too absorbed in the moment, he didn’t seem to notice her hunger. Summer gripped her inner thighs. His powerful fingers, gentle but adamant, guided each foot on the edge of the tub.


  Summer lifted the small ceramic ramekin warming in a larger dish of hot water. His stare fixed on her reaction as he slanted the dish, drizzling the heated caramel over her lips. Carrie Ann’s breath pulled backward in a sharp pleasurable gasp and her hips flinched forward.


  He remained captivated by her response, never losing focus, his eyes glued to her face. Feeling another drizzle of the warm sauce, an unruly moan of desire was drawn from her throat, filling the quiet room. Her head circled backward before landing on his glorious face. She got lost in the sight of his rich amber eyes.


  Summer’s attention sank to the vision below. His lashes cast a dark crescent shadow on his lean cheek. Leaving ample room between their bodies, he allowed the light to brighten the void, wanting her to witness the pleasure.


  “So beautiful. So sweet,” he murmured, blessing her with a glint of a rogue grin. “I’m going to make this a night you’ll never forget.


  Visually riveted in the act, she panted, “Every night with you is a night to remember.”


  “Tonight’s special.”


  The moist heat of his breath made her squirm. Her body began to shift, but he pressed her thighs wide, keeping her still with his powerful grip. With indecent slowness he licked her clit, swollen and throbbing, with the tip of his tongue.


  Pressure mounted as he honed in on the spot, flicking the buzzing nub over and over. Sensations of pleasure, plentiful yet still elusive, built up inside her until she’d reached an edge of erotic madness.


  “Touch me. Summer. Please.”


  A wicked groan drifted upward from between her legs. “No, Red.”


  The rise of perception verged on excruciating. Her inner muscles contracted, constricting around the empty void, needing him to fill her. Her body writhed and wriggled, but he refused to let her thrust. “Yes, please, Summer. Touch me.”


  “Let it happen, you want this. Tell me you love it.”


  A blip of a memory chased through her mind. A night many years ago when he’d nearly brought her to an orgasm with merely the tip of his tongue, but the Big O skirted her release, and when she begged him to make love to her, he gladly obliged, bringing home a Multiple O. However, they’d never discussed it. She considered asking how he remembered the intimate moment, but quickly remembered the confessional box he called his airplane.


  “Oh, fuck,” rolled from her lips.


  “Not tonight.” His murmur smothered with rueful amusement.


  The steady flick controlled her, owned her, and possessed her mind, body, and soul. Her heartbeat slammed so fast she’d thought she might burst from unbridled need. Pressure mounted, her eyes were wet, strung tight with pleasure.


  “I love it. Oh, yes. Don’t stop,” she moaned. The muscles of her core convulsed as a wave of tremors wracked her body in voluptuous release.


  Scalding minutes of intimacy followed. He consumed her slowly with skillful torture, locking his mouth around the pulsating bud, drawing her into the scorching heat. Her fingers found his head, digging into the short layers, pulling him into her body. Summer refused to submit to her request, clasping her wrists and returning them to the tile. His tongue…his wickedly talented tongue…ripped a scream, a genuine cry of unadulterated ecstasy from her throat. She’d never been so loud in her life.


  He unlocked the steamy seam of her flesh with one lick, thrusting his tongue inside. She couldn’t keep quiet. An explosive moan mingled with cries of rapture, and a few curse words, every time he plunged deeper. A fever rush of violent spasms tumbled through her body. The sound of his voice, lost to the loud buzzing in her ear.


  It was official…Carrie Ann Lowell was a screamer.


  Fever led to pleasure as he made his way up her body, cupping her breast and shaping it between his fingers. She fought to keep her breathing steady. His lips trailed hungry kisses up her chest to her neck, before crushing his mouth to hers. The divine kiss, rough and demanding, was drenched in her essence.


  Pleasure led to an overwhelming show of emotions, as he lifted her from the tub and carried her to bed. A burning sensation tickled her nose and wetness gathered at her lower lashes, blurring the soft lighting of his room playing over his strong features.


  Brushing away the tears, she glimpsed the foil package between his fingers. He paused, briefly, giving her time to dismiss the contraceptive. She didn’t like it. She didn’t want it. Before she had time to renege, he’d rolled it on and moved over the top of her, falling to the flat of his palms. His eyes glazed over, pushing past her entrance, filling her completely, coaxing a moan of gratification from her.


  All movement stopped.


  Summer stared down at her in an intuitive trance.


  “What?” she asked in a sweet whisper. “Why are you looking at me like that?”


  “You said…things…to me during the flight here.” He withdrew and plunged forward, holding himself deep as he dropped to his forearms. “Things I’d like to hear you’d say again.”


  Her bottom lip caught between her teeth. A timid smile ticked the edges of her mouth. The lids of her eyes feathered shut as she turned away from his gaze. Searching for a little bravado, she offered a silent prayer to the dirty-talker gods.


  Keeping a straight face, she managed in a sultry tone, “Fuck me.”


  A giggle slipped out. It was a pathetic attempt and she knew it.


  Summer retreated and thrust forward again, making her gasp. He nuzzled his nose along the side of her jaw, brushing a kiss to her lips. “Think…deeper, Red.”


  Stalling, she twisted, placing a kiss to his wrist beside her head. Not one to fail, she eased her back off the bed, stretching to draw the lobe of his ear into her mouth, growling in his ear, “I want to feel your cock deep inside of me.”


  His profile averted, hiding a big smile. A shaky laugh reverberating through his body as he gently settled the bulk of his weight on top of her. A crimson hue chased across the crest of his cheeks.


  Ryan Summer actually blushed.


  Propped on one elbow, he laid his hand above her heart, drumming lightly. “Deeper…in here.”


  A warm sensation spread through her. She could scarcely breathe. Her fingers keyed up his chest and neck covered in a thin mist of perspiration. Carrie Ann cupped his face in her palms, pausing to take in his handsome face.


  Emotions tugged on the protective cord wrapped around her guarded heart, unraveling the binds. She surrendered to the sweet ache that had filled her soul for ten long years.


  Carrie Ann let go, falling hard.


  No parachute needed.


  “I love you, Summer.”


  “I love you, Red. I never stopped loving you…and I never will.”
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  The sweet scents of love and Eskimo Pie clung to the sheets when the early afternoon sunshine peeked out from the clouds and broke through the window. Her dark hair splayed across his pillow, their heads nearly touching as she snuggled tightly against his warm body.


  Summer’s fingertips traced an idle pattern over her bare hip. “Morning, beautiful.”


  “Morning, handsome.” They’d expressed their love a dozen times during the night, worshiping one another until dawn, but she couldn’t help but to say it again. “I love you.”


  “Love you, too.” His lips brushed along her temple. “It’s already late. I can’t believe we slept this long.”


  The flat of her hand wandered across his bare chest and stomach, admiring the firm dips. “I think it was all the sugar in the caramel sauce.”


  “There’s still a little left.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me. That’s impossible.”


  “Actually, I am kidding.” She felt his grin against her cheek. Summer pushed himself upright and climbed out of bed naked. “I’ll take that sugar high anytime.”


  Rolling to her belly, she propped her chin atop her fists. Raking a hungry stare over his glorious body flying at full staff, Carrie pouted a little. “Are you sure it’s all gone?”


  Turning back, his eyes followed her gaze. He fisted the hard sprung length and stroked. “Is this what you want?”


  Her chin lifted expectantly and her feet waggled back and forth. She licked her lips. “Yes.”


  “This?” he questioned again with another full stroke, flashing her a cocky smile.


  “Yes.”


  A filthy chuckle filtered through the room. “You’ll have to wait until we get home. We should’ve been in the air two hours ago and I need to button up a few things so we can get going.”


  The warning of departure flipped her internal panic button. Tremors quivered down her entire frame.


  Digital detox was coming to an end and the confessional clock was still ticking.


  “Okay.”


  Summer’s voice woke Aspen from her slumber as she laid sprawled out in a ray of sunshine. She staggered from her dog bed, arching into a quick full body shiver, before tromping after him into the closet.
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  “Why are you pouring anti-freeze down the sink?” A severe case of nerves forced a stark tone to her voice.


  He laughed tracing his index finger over the notch of confusion tucked between her brows. “We haven’t talked schedules yet, so I’m not sure when we’ll make it back here. I’m hoping soon, but it is Montana and if it freezes, I don’t want to come home to a flood.”


  “Gotcha,” she nodded, adding, “Soon is good.”


  “I’ve been trying to get John and Shayla up here with the boys, but timing hasn’t worked out yet. Plus I think she’s afraid to fly with me.”


  “I can’t imagine how much fun those boys would have up here,” she paused. “Do you hang out with them very often? Shayla’s never said anything.”


  “That’s because she’s sworn to the borders of Switzerland, but yes, we’ve hung out a few times. John and I get along really well, now that he understands I’m not out to get his woman.”


  An insightful chuckle simmered in her chest. “He’s just…a little protective.”


  “Yeah, I’ll say.” Summer’s eyes pulled wide. “Can’t say I blame him. I wanted to rip that realtor, Jason, in half. He’s got some explaining to do.” Though she heard the distinct harsh warning, Carrie Ann was only half-listening to him talk. She opened her mouth to talk, but she only managed a swift inhale before Summer continued. “The cabin’s all squared away. I’ll start loading the plane, if you want to pack up your things, we’ll take off. You can leave whatever you won’t be using at home…hiking shoes, sweats, jackets. Whatever you want. Next time we come, we’ll go shopping for whatever you need.”


  A genuine heart stopping smile eased into the tiny wrinkles near his eyes. He tossed the empty jug of antifreeze in the garbage, tied the red drawstrings into a knot, and lifted the trash from the container.


  She couldn’t breathe.


  Carrie Ann could only watch as Summer walked outside.


  A cold ache gripped her insides. She felt weak and pathetic for putting it off as long as she had. Her heart raced unable to shake the feelings of betrayal.


  Out of time and slowly losing her mind, she threw her suitcase on top of the ottoman, cramming her things inside. Aspen sat at her heels, listening to Carrie Ann go off on a tangent, mumbling under her breath.


  Stomping into the bathroom, she unzipped her overnight case and began haphazardly tossing in her creams, washes, brushes.


  “Fuck! Fuckity-fuck.” The bag was nearly full, yet half of her things still sat on the counter. She shoved her hands into the case, taking items out one at a time and slamming them on the counter, roughly reorganizing.


  Reaching the bottom, she pulled out several bottles of nail polish. Her lip twitched. She sniffed. “We didn’t even get to these.”


  Catching sight of her sullen reflection in the mirror, Carrie Ann’s chin trembled. And then crumpled. Big tears rolled down her cheek and fell into the sink. Splatters of black mascara ran down the white porcelain.


  “You are a chicken shit…wussy…using Eskimo fucking pie as a feeble excuse to let him sidetrack you. It was a cop out. That’s what it was…a damn cop out,” she scolded herself sourly, ranting as she stared at the pitiful reflection. Glimpsing downward through a slick of wetness, her thumb etched over the raised lettering on the small glass bottles of red and pink enamel.


  Desperate times lead to desperate measures.


  “One more day. I just need one more day.”


  Carrie Ann splashed water on her face, removing any signs of her meltdown. Digging through her luggage, she rummaged through the zipped mesh section holding her lacy delicates. Pulling out all the stops, she chose her favorite go-to one-piece teddy. The black racy number made her feel sexy and confident. She’d worn it more than a dozen times, typically when she needed to feel fearless during a boardroom meeting, but never for a man.


  Sitting in the chair beside the fireplace, she waited patiently for Summer to come back inside. He bound through the door, heading for his bedroom as he called out for her, “Red? Is your suitcase ready?”


  “No,” she replied softly, just loud enough to let him know she was in the living room. Butterflies tickled her tummy and her pulse raced like a stampede of wild buffalo.


  “Plane’s all ready to go. Do you need…” He skidded to a halt, words cut short getting a glimpse of her bare legs stretched out on the ottoman. An intrigued smile tucked into the corner of his mouth as he lowered his sunglasses to the bridge of his nose.


  A timid grin spread over her face. Courage, Carrie Ann. Courage. Squaring her shoulders, she pushed herself from the chair.


  “We have some unfinished business to attend to.”


  “Fuck me.” She heard him murmur his own version of Holy shit! “I guess we do.”


  Utterly speechless, he moseyed toward her. She shook her head no, eyes squinted in a sensual mock grin, indicting he should take a seat.


  Hands behind her back, her hips swished from side-to-side, slinking toward him wearing the black racy teddy. Tendrils of long dark hair fell over the lace covering her breasts. Summer eased back into the sofa. Denim stretched over his solid thighs as she stood between his parted legs.


  Her blue eyes burned into his for a full ten seconds, watching a hard swallow ripple down his throat. Raising onto her tiptoes, she turned around, revealing the back of her barely there Brazilian-cut bottom. Carrie Ann heard his breath hitch, which flooded her with an added dose of bravery.


  Shoulders squared, back arched, and bum on full display, she opened her closed fist, taunting him in a luscious voice over her shoulder, “What’s it gonna be, Summer? Come Fuck Me Red or Eat My Pussy Pink?”


  Hearing the crinkle of leather move beneath his body as he inched forward, sent her pulse into overdrive. Standing completely motionless, Carrie Ann worked to steady her heavy breathing, worried she might hyperventilate waiting to feel his touch.


  The heat of his breath, fanned over a hip causing goosebumps to skitter down her leg. “My, God. You are so beautiful, Red.”


  Her shoulders sagged a bit feeling his hands begin to traverse over her curves in awe. Carrie Ann remained still, reveling in his touch. He roamed over her body, pressing and coasting, laying a trail of kisses over the lace covering the small of her back.


  “Carrie Ann Lowell, you have a gift for surprising me. I am so in love with you. Do you have any idea what I’m going to do to you when we get home?” The sound of his voice near her ear was pure sin.


  “Red and pink zebra stripes?” Her whimper weighted with anxiousness. “Polka dots?”


  Using one hand, he latched his fingers over both her wrists. Summer raised to his feet. His free hand threaded through her hair, sifting from her nape to the crown of her head. In a delicious display of control, he pulled firmly at the roots, maneuvering her head to the side. A lustful growl skated over her exposed neck. He indulged in a few nibbles before sinking a long gentle bite into the dip between neck and shoulder, drawing a low moan from her throat.


  “By the time I get the pink base coat on, you’re going to beg me for the red polka dots.” He spun her to face him. “Where would you like to sit? I should warn you…you might want to pick a very comfortable position, because by the time I finish with you, my little screamer, you’re going to be hoarse and worn the fuck out.”


  Blush tinged her cheeks, she couldn’t suppress a nervous giggle. Praying for her knees to hold out, she taunted brazenly, “Bring. It. On.”


  His long, powerful legs bracketed her thighs, urging her backward until she bumped into the chair. She started to stumble backward, but he looped an arm behind her, forcing an arch in the small of her back.


  “Hold these for a minute, please.” A low laugh rumbled in his chest, tucking a bottle into each cup of her teddy before dropping to his knees. The man’s ravenous appetite verged on insatiable. His immediate advances surprised her a little. Summer usually saved this part for the end.


  Dragging her fingers through the full head of cropped blond hair wedged between her thighs, she asked in wonderment, “How much…” Her mouth clamped shut, awkwardly gesturing toward her nether regions.


  “Pussy?”


  “Can one man…”


  His brows raised comically at her discomfiture. “Eat?”


  Blushing fiercely, she nodded.


  Summer attempted to act contrite, but it was no use. An obnoxiously cocky grin tipped the corners of his mouth. “I could eat copious amounts of your pussy.” He didn’t stop there, he latched onto her hips, settling her into the chair, moving his face inches from hers. “I could eat your pussy every day for the rest of my life…forever.”


  Somewhere tucked between the P word and forever laid a momentous shift in the gravity. An enormity of significance she hadn’t quite prepared for. The profound sentiment turned his eyes the color of liquid gold. She cupped his jaw, pulling him in for a passionate, long lasting kiss.


  “Forever, Red. That’s what I want,” he assured beneath her lips. “And don’t think for one minute I’ll take anything less. Not now.”


  Summer sat back on his haunches. As his hands coasted down her left leg, lifting her foot to inspect the intimate work at hand, all she could think was I hope he still feels that way tomorrow.


  
    Chapter Thirteen
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  The moon cut through the window casting a narrow beam of muted grey over her exposed leg. Carrie Ann readjusted her foot peeking out from the sheets, so her polka dotted toes glimmered in the moonlight.


  She’d been lying awake for hours. The faint sound of guilt, tapping on her shoulder, getting louder and louder, like the drip of a broken faucet. Every time she attempted to open her mouth, her throat clenched shut.


  She sat upright, crossing her legs, huddling the down blanket to her chest. Summer slept sedated and happy.


  “Summer?” Her whisper was nearly inaudible, yet it echoed like thunder in her ears.


  He didn’t budge.


  The muscles in her throat felt coated and thick. She tried to swallow, but found no saliva. The sound of her heavy breathing overrode the fury of her pulse. She nudged his chest. “Summer?”


  One eye peeled open, then the other. He blinked a few times, shooting upward in a start. “Are you okay? Is it lightning?”


  Her head rattled back and forth.


  His eyes screwed wide, taking in the night, before flopping back on his pillow. A groggy smile wedged its way to the corner of his mouth. His hand drifted to her waist, pulling her to him. “You wanna snuggle?”


  “No,” she croaked. A hot blur stole her vision, but she felt the caress of his touch change from comfort to concern. “We need to talk.”


  Apprehension weaved across his sleepy face, deepening the fine lines on his forehead. He brought the palm of her hand to his lips, nuzzling it to his stubble. “Are you afraid to go home with me? We both know it’s going to be a circus, but…”


  “I’m not scared of that.” A cloud of darkness loomed overhead, shrouding her in shame.


  “What are you afraid of?”


  “I’m…” It took three tries to clear the sentiment from her throat. “I’m afraid you’re going to be mad…or disappointed in me.”


  “Red…how could I ever be disappointed in you? It’s not possible.”


  Tears rolled down the tip of her nose, dripping to the sheet. He sat upright, crossing his legs and taking her hands in his. He waited a painstakingly long time for her to continue, but she couldn’t find the words.


  “Why don’t you tell me what you’ve got bottled up in that beautiful mind of yours?” Summer encouraged, trepidation shone clearly in his eyes.


  “That day…” A frayed exhalation filled the small soundless space. She looked away from him, but the feel of his thumbs turning tender circles over the top of her hands brought her back to him.


  “It’s okay. Take your time, Red. What day?”


  “That day I found you with that girl.”


  “Carrie Ann, I thought we…”


  “I was coming to tell you something that day.” Heat prickled her chest and neck. Her stomach twisted in knots, constricting painfully.


  His profile shadowed and his face grimaced. “Go on.”


  “I was coming to tell you…” She looked away, shrinking into the layers of bedding, trembling uncontrollably. “I was coming to tell you that I was pregnant.”


  The comforting motion of his thumbs stopped. Wetness blinded her of sight, but she sensed his body turn rigid.


  “What?” Devastation, confusion, loss, anger…encompassed the one word.


  “I had come there that morning to tell you that I was pregnant.”


  Slowly, almost as if in slow motion, he shirked backward, dropping her hands. She reached for him, but he skirted her touch. “I don’t understand. What do you mean…was? You’re just now telling me this?”


  Though his rebuke was tiny, the impact monumental. She couldn’t get a word out.


  “Please don’t tell me that you…” Reproach coated his tone. “Christ, Carrie Ann. Please don’t tell me I have a kid…”


  “No!” she screeched. Each tiny muscle in her contorted as she began to sob. Her head swung wildly from side-to-side. Blinded by tears, she shoved at his hands that were now trying to grab hold of her. Her breathing came in jerky gasps, fighting for air to fill her lungs. “I lost the baby. Our baby.”


  “Red, look at me.” He grappled to get hold of her, palming her tear-soaked face.


  She shook her head frantically.


  “Carrie Ann,” his voice, soft and tender, reached deep inside stroking the open scar. “Look at me.”


  Catching a glimpse of his face, painfully distorted and drained of color, Carrie Ann lurched forward, throwing her arms around his neck. Words came in fits and bursts. “I was so angry and hurt and pissed. It crushed me to find you with her. I was hysterical. The doctor said that shouldn’t have had anything to do with it, but…I don’t know what happened. My body just…didn’t work right.”


  “Shh. It’s okay.” He coiled her in his arms, holding her secure. Summer took painstaking deliberations, petting and soothing, easing her hurt. He turned his mouth to hers, soft and easy, comforting her anguish. “It’s okay. Don’t cry, Red.”


  Hearing the heartache in his voice, she lifted her blurry gaze. Streaks of wetness on his lean cheeks glimmered in the moonlight. “But it’s not okay. Now you’re crying too.”


  Summer nodded, hot tears flowing freely down his face. His chest jumped against hers as his body quaked. He wrapped his arms around her, dropping his damp cheek to her shoulder. They clung to one another as she climbed into his lap. Bones dissolved, melting into one, each submerged in emotions of grief and regret, and for Carrie Ann…relief.


  Eventually, after what seemed like an unmeasurable amount of time and tears, Summer eased them onto the bed, cocooning her in the warmth of the covers and his strong protective arms.


  Nothing left between them but the rise and fall of their breath as they laid nose to nose, arms and legs tangled in an intimate altercation of trust and love. He pushed the hair from her face, sifting his fingers languidly through her soft tangles as they stared at each other in the dark.


  “Did it hurt?” he asked, his voice no more than a whisper.


  Her face screwed into a painful crumple of emotions. She shook her head and then nodded. A single tear rolled from the corner of her eye, catching on the pillow. “It hurt in here the most,” she admitted in an ache of a whisper, bringing his hand over her beating heart.


  “I’m sorry, Red. I would’ve been there for you.”


  “I know.”


  “You should’ve told me.”


  “I know.”


  “Why didn’t you come to me?”


  Her lip snarled. “I did.”


  Two deep notches gathered between his brows. Summer hesitated, “I tried to see you…later that day. And the next. Every day…for days. I sent flowers…” His words trailed off to nothing as understanding sank in. She heard him swallow, choking back his emotions. “That was your birthday?”


  Carrie Ann nodded numbly.


  “It happened on your birthday?”


  “Yes.” Her jaw jutted to the side as a huge exhale pushed from her lungs. “I miscarried on my birthday. I really don’t like to say it. I know you don’t mean anything by it, but I think she would’ve been a girl. I don’t why, but it just feels right in my heart when I call her a she.”


  “I’m sure she would’ve been amazing.”


  She nodded in agreement. A hint of a curve tipped her lips.


  “I’m sorry about the flowers. I feel like a total asshole.”


  “The roses were waiting when I got home from the doctor.”


  “I’ll never send you roses again. I promise.”


  “I think I’ll be okay now.” Tears fell again, but they felt triumphant in their release. Her fingers floated over her lips and fell to her chest, patting her heart. She wept, nodding, “I think I’m gonna be okay now.”


  “You’ve been carrying this weight for all these years. Why didn’t you ever tell me, Red?”


  “I was hurting. That morning, everything changed in one split second. My mind raced with possibilities and dreams and anxieties. We’d never talked about having kids, not really, I mean at that point we’d talked about spending the rest of our lives together, but never really mapped anything out. After everything happened so fast with football…then we broke up…I found you with that other woman.


  I went from having dreams of getting back together, and having a family, to feeling absolutely lost. I felt so broken. I couldn’t feel normal. All I could feel was grief and despair and anger. But the guilt, the guilt was…is… crushing. Shayla tried repeatedly to get me to talk to you, but the more time that passed the harder it was to say anything. You had moved on…and never looked back.” Tears broke over her lashes. She grumbled tersely, “I was so angry at you…you got to move on…and I was stuck in the black hole of despair.”


  “I tried to see you, Carrie Ann…for a long time. I tried.” He paused, continuing in a shallow telling breath, “I wasn’t left any choice. I was forced to move on.”


  “The months that followed…they seem like a blur to me now.”


  “I remember them clearly.”


  “I should have shared it with you. I refused to give myself permission to grieve. Somewhere deep inside…a tiny part of me felt relief. Every time I tried to tell myself that it happened for a reason…that she…we…just weren’t meant to be, I was consumed with shame. I was so angry for months, furious at the world…at you…at my family. I was even mad at my mother for not being there when I needed her.” Carrie Ann’s voice cracked. “I felt completely alone. I alienated myself from everyone except—”


  “Does your father know?”


  “Yes. He was home when it happened, but it’s not like we discussed it. He can barely talk to me about normal topics. But, Shayla never left my side.”


  His face hardened to stone as an apprehensive shroud clouded his eyes.


  “Please don’t be upset with Shayla. She pleaded with me to talk to you about it. She has for ten years, even yesterday.”


  “I’m not upset with Shayla.” Slowly, his focus seemed to drift back into reality.


  In a slow revolution, he rolled her onto her back. His hands were everywhere, showering her with tender caresses. His breath swept over in a sweet burn, pressing delicate kisses to her cheeks and eyes. Summer eased his mouth over hers. The heat and hardness of his erection grew against her thigh, but he paid it no attention, seeming perfectly content showering her with pure love.


  “Red?” He pulled back, gazing into her eyes. Their deep level of connection, vivid in the pale moonlight. “I’d like to give you something.”


  A curious smile tipped the corner of her mouth. “What do you want to give me?”


  “A little girl.”


  All of the pain and hurt that had been woven around her heart for so long began to disintegrate. His suggestion was completely genuine and sincere. An overwhelming swell of love prickled every far frayed corner of her heart. “She doesn’t have to be a girl. Boys would be wonderful too.”


  “Plural. I like that. Maybe one of each,” he paused, releasing a low groan as she tilted her hips, readily taking him in, unsheathed, skin on skin. Fears and flesh yielding to the love of Summer as a dreamlike state of happiness filled her to the core. “I realize you’re on birth control, and I don’t want to pressure you, but you can stop taking them whenever you’re ready.”


  In a room full of darkness the world around her had never shined more brightly.
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  “Remind me again. Why did we have to come back to California?” she questioned, sitting at a dead stop in LA traffic in his new, updated version of Big Dirty. The shiny new Range Rover that wasn’t big or dirty but it was definitely bad-ass.


  “I have a thing—”


  “You have a very nice thing,” Carrie Ann giggled.


  He leaned across the void between the seats. His eyes turned dark and hot with caution, sinking his teeth into her bare shoulder. “Red, you’d better be careful. You’re treading on thin ice.”


  Her eyes gleamed, unable to contain her laughter. “Or what? Do tell.”


  “The rear seats fully recline…and have a built in massage function. Just think, I could be working you over from the front while getting a massage from the back. It’d be like another set of hands.”


  “One set of hands is more than plenty.”


  “Damn straight.”


  An hour later he pulled into her drive and cut the motor. Carrie Ann slipped her fingers over his forearm. She drew in a deep relaxing breathe. “So where do we go from here?”


  “Home, Red. We go home. We’re going to walk through that door, pack up your things, slap a For Sale sign in the yard and go home.”


  “It’s a rental.”


  “Even better. Consider your rent paid for the remainder of your lease.”


  “I really need to handle a few things. Catch up on emails, work, call Sara and Shayla.” She hesitated ruefully, adding with a grumble, “Plus, have a chat with my dad. Which I should probably do in person.”


  “Red, you’re gonna need to learn how to micromanage being ravished by me on a daily basis, while working and having more fun than you’ve ever had in your life, plus romantic dinners, social events and all the other necessities of life. Unfortunately, that will also include the media and paparazzi. But I plan on waking up beside you in bed from now on. I don’t care who tries to stand in our way or what we have to go through. So, if you think I’m leaving you here for the night, or a week, or whatever you expected…you’re wrong.” Before she could respond, he added, “If this isn’t what you bargained for then now’s your time to speak up.”


  “I’ll make a pot of coffee.”


  A frown wove between his brows.


  “For packing,” she clarified with a flirty smile. “And for the record I won’t need to micromanage your ravishing. I gladly welcome it.”


  “Good thing,” he touted in a tone of authority.


  “Oh, it’s a damn good thing.”


  It took a few hours to make a dent in her belongings. They filled every piece of luggage and laundry hamper, loading her favorites into his Rover and her Cadillac. They left the rest for movers.


  “Should we stop by and see your father?”


  “No.” The reply whooshed out so fast it sounded panic-stricken. Her relaxed mood instantly shifted to dread. “Did you really need to kill the euphoric buzz I had going?”


  “Let’s just say, you should probably check your text messages.” His warning raised the hair on her arms. “I’d be happy to come with you. Act as a buffer. I’m sure it won’t be an easy conversation.”


  “Summer, this isn’t a pissing match between the two of you.” The deep indention between his troublesome eyes indicated his disbelief. “I can handle my dad, now.”


  “Carrie Ann, I’m sure you can take care of yourself, but your father wields a mighty sword and has a degree in Master Manipulator of people. You included. Hell, there was even a time when I cowered to his power,” he admitted grimly. His quiet voice blistered with annoyance. “But he will never hold court or judgement over me again.”


  Irritably she yanked the front door open, spinning to face him. He snatched hold of the door before it knocked into the wall. She glanced up at him sharply, but her petulance turned to butter when he pulled her resistant body into a tight clinch. His golden irises set fire to her soul, warming her all the way to her toes, hitting her with an endearing, lopsided grin. “Red, we’re not going to let him get between us. Don’t make me rip off your clothes to put a smile back on your face.”


  “You started it.”


  “You’re right. I did. I’d prefer to get it over with, so we can go about our life together. With or without his approval. If he thinks he’s got one, tiny fissure of space to exploit, he’ll sniff it out and turn it into a three foot gap.”


  Reaching up, her hands traced along the dense muscles of his shoulders. “Summer, as much as I hate to admit this, I just need a bit of time to strategize before seeing him. I don’t let him push me around anymore, but I want to handle it the right way. He’s gonna have to come to terms with my decisions and I’d like to think that he’d come to love you…and you him…if nothing more than for the fact that it would make me happy.”


  Summer’s expression softened. He held her secure, reassuring her with small squeezing rotations to the tight muscles of her nape. “You’re right. Maybe we should see him separately.”


  “Separately? Whoa, whoa, whoa, hold on. I don’t—”


  “I’m not going to take any shit from your father this time. Not ever again. He can ignore me, or hate me, or treat me however he wants, but I won’t allow him to intimidate you or whatever the fuck else runs through his calculated mind.” Summer paused. “And it’s not because I think you’re too fragile to handle your father, it’s because if he thinks he’s going to mistreat you for any reason…he’s going to have to come through me.”


  Carrie Ann had heard her fair share of colorful threats and promises, growing up in the backseat of her father’s town car should’ve required headphones, but at that moment, she’d never felt more cherished and protected. His mouth dragged gently along her throat, probing for her response.


  “I’ll talk with him on the phone, for now, and make arrangements for lunch or dinner.”


  Their gazes caught. His left brow arched to a point. “Face it, Red. You’re a procrastinator when it comes to confrontations, especially when it involves getting things off your chest. I don’t want…I would be grateful…if the issue doesn’t get drug out for a month. Deal?”


  “Deal. In the near future.”


  The long drive to Summer’s secluded Malibu hilltop home gave Carrie Ann over an hour of travel time to make the dreaded phone call. It took two unanswered calls to Shayla and Sara, and twenty minutes of complete silence, cocooned in the confines of her car, to prep for the next call. Hands wringing wet and clinging to the steering wheel, she pushed the talk button, dialing her father.


  It didn’t even make it through the second ring, before hearing her father’s gravelly voice on the other end of the line, excusing himself from a conversation. “I’ve got to take this call. That sounds like a perfect place to settle the score. I’ll see you on the course at seven Sunday morning.”


  Carrie Ann broke into his conversation, “Do you want to call me back?”


  “No, no. I’m here, just finishing up a meeting,” he assured brusquely. She heard the sound of his office door clicking shut. “Are you home from your vacation now?”


  “Hi to you too.” She attempted to keep a calmness to her tone, prepping for his eruption. “Yes, we just got back a few hours ago.”


  “I’m not sure what’s in that head of yours, Carrie Ann. I thought you were finished with that boy years ago. I’ve been worried about you. I get a phone call from you a week ago, stating that you’re running off on…some sort of private vacation, and that you’d be unavailable for a week or two.” His controlled seething bordered on shouting. She envisioned his full face turning a deep shade of purple. “Then I get a text from that useless excuse of an ex-boyfriend of yours, telling me that you’d been drugged at the auction. That son-of-bitch had the nerve to tell me you were in good hands and that you’d be home when there was a break in the weather.”


  “Some of that’s true,” she interjected, her tone set firm. “Except the part about Summer being useless or a son-of-a-bitch or my ex-boyfriend. I’m so glad you’re more concerned about my relationship with Summer than the fact that someone drugged me. I really…”


  “What makes you think it wasn’t that boy who drugged you? I spoke with Jason and…”


  “Excuse me? I’m warning you, Dad. Don’t you dare imply that Summer had anything to do with that.”


  “Warning me?”


  Fighting off the intimidation in his tone, she squared her shoulders. “Yes, you heard me correctly. Considering that I only drank a few glasses of champagne, which Jason happened to hand to me, I think he’s the one who has some explaining to do.”


  “Are you insinuating that Jason Calver put something in your drink? I’ve known his parents…”


  “I’m not insinuating anything, Dad. You’re the lawyer. You tell me.”


  “That man comes from a good family, Carrie Ann.”


  “I don’t care where he comes from. All I’m saying is that I’ve got a few questions for Jason.”


  The sound of a pen tapping on her father’s desk ricocheted through her car. “If you’ve got questions for Jason they should come through me. I’ll make reservations and the three of us can go to dinner to discuss what happened.”


  “Dad, I’m not asking you to get involved. I won’t be going to dinner with Jason whether it’s to ask him questions or for any other reason. I’m not accusing him of anything. I simply need to talk with him and I’m sure Summer will be with me when I do.”


  “You can’t be serious about starting things back up with him? You’re making a mistake…”


  “The only mistake I’ve ever made was never giving him a chance to explain himself ten years ago.”


  His criticism was cut short by a sharp breath of air he seemed to be choking on.


  Taking full advantage of his rare silence, she advised, “I want you to know, I’m moving in with Summer. Tonight. You should probably come to terms with it, Dad, because he’s not going anywhere.”


  “Come to terms with it?” Bitterness hung in his deep baritone like a dense layer of fog on a California June-gloom misty morning.


  “Yes. I love him. I always have.” On a courageous high, she continued, “One more thing, Dad. You might want to consider your words carefully from now on. If you’re going to act like judge and jury, throwing down a sentence, reprimanding him for his stock, you might want to consider the fact that your future grandchildren will come from his genes.”
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  The prime piece of celebrity real estate perched atop a mountain provided sprawling 360-degree views of the ocean, mountains and canyons. Carrie Ann nearly stumbled from the car, devouring the stunning sight of the city lights twinkling like diamonds in the dark canyons below.


  With less than five-thousand square feet of living space, the secluded Malibu hilltop home was modest in size, yet a mansion by any standards. Set on eleven acres, the modern, earth-toned home made of concrete, disappeared into the rough natural landscape.


  Aspen bolted past, ears slicked back, happy to be on her normal stomping grounds. Summer’s long muscular arms slipped around her waist. He nuzzled her ear as she stood at the edge of the drive, staring in awe.


  “So you like it?” His lips brushed the shell of her ear as she nodded. “Wait till you see the inside.


  “Your place is so remote.”


  “It’s a bit of a drive for Starbucks, but I think it’s worth it.”


  “I’d say. Who needs a venti caramel macchiato? This view requires enjoying your favorite cup of coffee while snuggling under the covers. It’s breathtaking.”


  “You’re gonna be breathless when I get you inside.” The scrape of his stubble tickled her neck before indulging in a nibble. “Seriously, Red, I know it’s going to be a commute for you every day. If it’s something we need to change, then we will. We can live wherever. I want you to be happy.”


  “I think I can handle it. Truthfully, I can do most of my work from my computer. I’ve always preferred to go to the office every day because it’s part of my routine and gets me out of the house.” She twisted in his embrace, molding her front to his, staring into his eyes. “However, my tastes have changed recently.”


  “Your tastes have changed? Hmm?”


  His chest lifted and lowered as a sinful glaze set fire to his eyes. One hand threaded into the hair at her nape, the other slid along the underside of her jaw. Clasping her fingers to his waist, she raised to her toes, hitching her hips, cradling his erection. The heat of his ragged breath fanned across her face. Summer coasted his thumb across her lower lip, tugging gently to open her mouth. Carrie Ann sensually slipped her tongue around his thumb, sucking it into the wet heat.


  Their mouths came together. His lips locked to hers, each desperately feasting off the other, as if fearing the moment of promise was too good to be true. He worked her over in an openmouthed kiss, hungry and white hot, until her knees began to give. With little effort, he hooked an arm beneath her legs, carrying her toward the front door. Slinging her arms around his neck, she giggled, snuggling into the curve of his neck.


  Pulling his phone from his pocket, Summer entered numbers, a code, to unlock the massive front door. Interior lights automatically turned on, illuminating the white walls and design work of forged wrought iron and frosted glass.


  “That’s pretty nifty,” her tone mocking.


  “I’m gonna give you something nifty in about ten minutes.” Pressing the thick iron handle, Summer opened the door. A small timid smile touched his lips as he stepped over the threshold. “I should’ve done this years ago.”


  Aspen agreed with a bark, circling his legs. He moved so swiftly, Carrie Ann could hardly take in the sunken open living space sparsely furnished with cream-colored sofas and exquisite natural wood tables. The cozy design resembled a rustic version of contemporary art.


  Making their way past the dining room, she glimpsed a pool and spa beyond a full wall of frameless glass. Ryan Summer had found his way and was leaving a mark on society. He’d grown up thriving to be his best. No exceptions. No excuses. A sort of profound pride, rooted into the very core during his youth. Football had shown him the road to achieve greatness. It had been a stepping stone, a building block, to the man he was now. His treasures burrowed far deeper than things of monetary value, those were merely the shell of an amazing man.


  A cold ache began to settle heavily on her chest, inundated with feelings of loss and regret. “I can’t help but feel like I’ve missed out on so much over the last decade. Time, so much time, that we’ll never get back. I would’ve loved to have been a part of your life.”


  Lowering her bum on the granite counter, he brushed long, lingering strokes up and down her arms. Diffused lighting exposed the seriousness held in his eyes. “I feel the same way, but fate has a way of working things out. You probably would’ve never dreamed up the Bare Your Soul campaign for the Have a Heart Foundation. Think of the millions of dollars you’ve raised in honor of your mom. And surely, I would’ve never been an actor. Looking back, I’d like to think I would’ve been successful at something, but my career has opened so many doors for me…including a window into a much more grounded me. I identify with myself on a deeper level now. Everything I’ve been through has made me a better man…and you deserve the best version of me that I can possibly give you, Red.”


  He dropped his hands into hers, tugging her from the counter, guiding her to the master wing at the far end of the home. Entering into the pitch black bedroom, she followed Summer’s lead and kicked off her shoes.


  She remained still, curling her toes into the thick plush carpet. Summer crossed the room, drawing back the exquisite drapes, filling the room in moonlight. His powerful silhouette lit her veins with adrenaline. She could feel her cheeks turning rosy, radiated by her rising heat.


  A cool, moist breeze swept through the room when he pushed open the sliding glass door. A pleasant tremor rippled through her, constricting the sensitive tips of her breast. The short distance between them disintegrated, as she went to him, pressing herself against his back. Making haste with his shirt, she peeled it over his head, tossing it on his bed. Her hands traversed the hard definition of cut abs.


  Small tremors of tension flowed through his muscles beneath the tips of her fingers. Quiet pleasurable groans rose from his open mouth. Summer lifted her fingers to his lips, kissing them one at a time. Carrie Ann maneuvered around him, pushing his back to the open doorway and dropping to her knees. His breath was coming hard, in labored breaths. He was shaking as she unzipped his jeans.


  “You excited?” she asked playfully, dipping her fingers into the warm humid confines of his jeans, releasing the thick shaft.


  Harsh moonlight illuminated his eyes, exposing the shadows with apprehension. He captured her wrist, mumbling, “I can’t do this.”


  She recoiled at his rejection. Sensations needled the corners of her eyes. “Excuse me?”


  Summer plucked her from her knees. Jogging sideways, he distanced himself from her reach. His brows crouched over his dark brooding eyes. Seeming lost in his thoughts, he paced back and forth in a soundless stride. Each frayed exhalation brought another offensive sting to her heart.


  “Fuck it,” he grimaced out loud. Summer’s attention, finally landed on Carrie Ann as if she just walked into the room. Throwing his hands out to the side, both shoulders winched nearly to his ears as he shrugged. “What’s the worst that can happen?”


  “You do realize I’m here? And that I was just on my knees getting ready to give you a blowjob, right?”


  A goofy smile covered his face, pointing his fingers to her feet. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”


  A scowl pinched a deep groove at the bridge of her nose. Summer disappeared behind a door she assumed was his closet. Minutes felt like hours, standing alone in the romantic setting, feeling like a confused dejected idiot. He loves my blowjobs. I can’t believe he just turned that down.


  He reappeared from the closet seeming calm and collected. His eyes locked on her with a galvanizing stare that made her heart nearly lurch from her chest. She felt her insides melting from the inferno slipping through her veins. Not missing a beat, Summer ambled straight for her still sporting a cocky grin tucked into the corner of his upturned mouth.


  Mesmerized by the sight of him, strolling toward her in his jeans…oh those damn jeans… unbuttoned and revealing, made her nerves dance, her brain race, and her stomach turn a quick somersault. Carrie Ann staggered back, but he caught her around the waist, coercing an arch from the small of her back. Her hands caught between them as he held her securely.


  Summer guided her hand to his beating heart. “I don’t care how many years have passed or how many miles lie between us. You have owned this from the first moment we met. I will never forget the first time I caught your big blue eyes staring at me from across the room.”


  “Actually, you were the one staring at me,” humor colored her hushed voice.


  “Same difference. We were staring at each other. You were wearing that sexy little smile, it’s the same one that’s spreading over your lips right now.” He brushed a soft kiss to her nose. Pulling back, a small frown strained his features. “I came to see you that day, on your birthday. I had something to ask you.”


  His heart thundered beneath her palm. Carrie Ann’s pulse flickered and leaped in her veins, seeing tender emotions rim his lashes.


  “You did?”


  “I did.” He held a small diamond pinched between his fingers. “I’ve held on to this for all these years. At first I kept it because I just couldn’t bear to let go of the thought of not having you beside me for the rest of my life, but then…I held on to it in hopes I’d be offering it to you in a moment exactly like this.”


  Her heart swelled as big tears rolled down her cheeks. He seemed to struggle with an internal thought, but only for a brief moment, showering her with a sexy grin as he dropped to one knee. The blush on his face shone through the darkness.


  “I know it’s soon, but I don’t want to waste another moment, another day, another night. We’ve already endured nearly four thousand nights apart, I don’t want to waste one more. Carrie Ann Lowell, you steal the very breathe from my lungs every time I see you smile. The way you love me…so perfectly, blows my mind.” The blaze of adoration in his eyes, transfixed her. “You mean the world to me. It would be my privilege if you’d allow me the honor of being your everything. Marry me, Red?”


  “You’re already my everything. You always have been. We just got lost for a while.” She made a pass at her cheeks with the back of her hand. “Yes, of course I’ll marry you.”


  Summer rose to his feet, slipping the band made of white gold on her finger. The solitaire diamond sparkled in the moonbeam shining between them. He raised the back of her hand to his lips. “Don’t get too attached. I plan on adding this diamond to a different setting.”


  “I don’t care about the ring, Summer,” she insisted.


  Summer’s fingers tangled in the silky locks of her hair. He took her mouth with erotic gentleness, the kiss tasting of salt and heat. Finishing the kiss with a gentle nuzzle, he whispered, “I love you, Red.”


  She began a slow descent, placing strategic kisses down the center of his hard stomach, shedding him of his jeans. Licking and nibbling, enveloped in his scent, she resisted his insistent tugging on her arms, whispering, “I love you. I want to taste you.”


  A long purr resonating in her throat enticed him to comply, parting her lips to lick the hard, silky flesh. She took him into the warm suction of her mouth, loving him, tasting him, devouring him. Glancing upward, she grinned, seductively behind his broad tip.


  “Christ, that’s it, Red. No more fucking around. I need to make love to you. Now.” His self-control vanished, clasping her by the arms and hauling her to the bed.


  Grappling roughly, her clothes were stripped from her body in a feverish rush and strewn across the room. His fingers dug into her thighs, pinning them wide open. The dominating mood drew a low groan. Summer parted her wet flesh with one swipe of his tongue, just one, only one, before crawling up her body. She gasped as he buried himself inside in one strong thrust. He withdrew to the tip, plunged again, rooting deep.


  There would be time for sweet tenderness, but at that moment Carrie Ann was engulfed in a sensory overload, urgent to hurry the rhythm. Her hips rocked upward to firmly greet him, but Summer set the pace, reining in his rush. He spoke in a dreamlike tone, telling her how much he loved her, how good he was going to treat her, how much he wanted to start a family.


  Stringing her tight, he withdrew slowly, rolling her on her stomach. His hands slicked over the thin film of moisture on her back, gripping her hips, teasing her, torturing her before giving her full penetration. He hunched over her, gently, tenderly, his teeth closed over the curve of her shoulder. His fingers moved beneath her, turning precise circles over her wet center, pursuing her pleasure.


  He was all around her, inside her, taking ownership of her mind, body and soul. Words tumbled from her mouth I love you. Now, Summer, yes. He responded to each pulse of her muscles, quickening his thrusts. With every withdraw he shunted deeper, taking her higher, cresting a summit she’d never climbed. Sheer ecstasy.


  His body jerked, contracting with his own release. Rejoicing in the delivery of slick heat, her strength disintegrated, collapsing on the bed. Holding his weight, he lowered over her. His mouth touched her back, sending shivers down her spine. Summer eased them to their sides, coiling his arms around her, petting and stroking. Their breathing began to regulate as the tremors diminished, leaving them in a sedated state of rapture. They stared at each other, smiling, allowing the realization to sink in.


  Summer’s fingers speared through the silky strands of her hair. His simmering gaze drifted over her in a slow pleasing inspection. Carrie Ann tucked her toes between his calves, playing with the soft hair. Not giving one thought to the slickness between her thighs.


  “I’m going to be so good to you. Forever, Red. Forever.”


  
    Chapter Fourteen
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  In the chaos of the weeks that followed, Ryan Summer and Carrie Ann Lowell became known to the world as Ry-Ann.


  As much as they loved spending quiet nights at home, Summer loved taking her out. And paparazzi followed then everywhere. He was accustomed to a sea of cameras pointed at his face, but it took some getting used to for Carrie Ann. There were no secret agendas or games played for the benefit of publicity. Summer simply refused to let anything get in his way of living his life, their life, as a couple.


  They enjoyed romantic dinners, days at the beach, a concert, all under the watchful scrutiny of the public eye. Amidst all the madness, Carrie Ann relished every day that followed, each one more than the day before. Summer was polished yet rugged, warm and funny yet brilliantly smart and perceptive. Not only was he an icon on the silver screen, he was savvy and hard-nosed when it came to the business side of his career. Layers peeled back, little by little, exposing his generosity, poignant and telling, yet never brash or showy.


  Carrie Ann previously arranged for two weeks of vacation, which she easily extended to a three, thanks to months of accrued holiday leave and sick days. Luckily, her schedule wasn’t pressing and work would wait for a few more weeks. However, her father was another story.


  Every time Carrie Ann sent a text to her dad, attempting to get together, he brushed her off using work as an excuse. Summer agreed to keep their engagement private until she could share the news with her father. It would be a delicate subject and one she had no intention of handling via a text message or phone call.


  However, they made one exception, immediately phoning Shayla and John the next morning. Cheers of misty emotions and sappy congratulations erupted like a corked bottle of bubbly on New Year’s Eve. Smiles filled the small cellphone screen as the couples celebrated via Facetime making it a breakfast to remember. They promised to get together for a double date, or a weekend getaway as soon as their schedules permitted.


  Carrie Ann left another message for her father, the fourth one in two days. “Dad, I’d appreciate it if you could make time to have lunch or dinner with me. I need to talk to you. It’s important.” She received a text several hours later, indicating he was bogged down with a case and couldn’t give her a definitive day or time.


  “Maybe I should’ve learned how to golf,” she grumbled, shaking her head in disappointment.


  “He knows what’s coming, Carrie Ann. He’ll either accept it or he won’t. For your sake, I hope he does. Maybe he needs this time to come to terms with the idea.”


  “Yeah, well, what he needs is to pull his head out of his ass. He’s actually pissing me off. The man is not too busy to see me, he just uses work as an excuse not to deal with me. He always has.”


  “It’s just his way, Red. He’s not exactly a warm and fuzzy kind of guy.”


  “Are you standing up for him?”


  “Absolutely not! He’s dug his own hole, now he gets to figure out how to climb out.” Summer pressed a kiss of affection to her bare shoulder. “I simply refuse to be the driving wedge between you and you father. I’m sure that’s what he’s hoping for and I won’t give him the pleasure of letting him come between us.”


  Confronting Jason proved to be nearly as difficult as calling her father. With Summer by her side, Carrie Ann curtly recapped the issue regarding her champagne being roofied, highlighting the important detail that he was the one who handed her the drink.


  After ten full seconds of silence, cold enough to turn water to ice, Jason responded, “I have no idea how your drink got drugged. Are you implying that I spiked your drink?” Though he tried to filter the anger in his voice, the resentment and shock came through loud and clear. “Maybe you should be questioning Ryan. He’s the guy you went home with…not me.”


  “I’m not implying anything, Jason,” The surety in her tone nonexistent, speaking into the small speaker of her cellphone resting in the palm of her hand.


  Summer promptly interjected, “Jason, this is Ryan. I’m sitting right here with Carrie Ann. We’re trying to get to the bottom of this. I’m sure you can understand the seriousness of the situation. The fact is, Carrie Ann had two glasses of champagne and you were the person who handed her the drinks. Against my suggestion, she wanted to talk with you before going to the authorities.”


  A hint of compunction slithered across her shoulder, giving a sideways glance to Summer. He was so adamant about Jason’s guilt, yet she still refused to believe Jason would drug her. Or anyone else for that matter. He was a genuinely nice guy…or so she thought. Summer’s insistence was muddied by a streak of jealously and a rigid dose of protectiveness. Which to her own surprise turned her on more than she’d care to admit.


  “Look, I understand how it looks, but it wasn’t me. What do you want from me? If my word isn’t good enough, I’d be more than happy to take a lie detector test.” Jason’s voice rose in a threatening manner. “I mean it. Set it up. I’ll go take the damn test today. But if I hear one word of this shit through any social circle…or the fucking media…or if I have to get drug into this for any reason, there are going to be consequences. I won’t stand back and get accused of something I had nothing to do with.”


  She felt confused and conflicted, not knowing what to believe. Jason’s response was so conclusive, plus he insisted on taking the lie detector test. Summer and Carrie Ann locked eyes. He refused to give Jason the benefit of the doubt. However, his own name had been drug through the dirt on several occasions, leaving him cautious.


  “I’ll have it set up,” Summer announced tersely. “And it will be completely private.”


  Carrie Ann felt torn, tempted to apologize for the inconvenience before they hung up, but didn’t get the chance. The call was ended on a very awkward goodbye, anger and frustration stewed on both sides.


  All of Carrie Ann’s belongings had been delivered to Summer’s house a few days after they returned from Montana, but it took a week for her to unload the boxes. She didn’t harbor deep attachments for the majority of her furniture, taking most of the large pieces to a consignment boutique. Everything except her mother’s antique writing desk made of mahogany and mongo wood.


  At one time the desk acted as a catch-all in her bedroom, but with a little help from Summer and a fresh coat of stain, it now showed as the main focal point in her new office. Carrie Ann confiscated the smallest of three guest rooms, touting unobstructed ocean vistas, turning it into a perfect place for her to conduct her business.


  Sitting beneath the verandah one evening, they snuggled on an outdoor sofa in front of a fire, watching the sun sink into the ocean. “Thank you for helping me spruce up my mom’s old desk. It’ll be nice to have a part of her with me all the time.”


  “You’re more than welcome.” Summer clinked the tumbler glass dangling from his fingers to her wine glass. Lifting the clear glass to his lips, he wiggled his pinky. A rock the size of Gibraltar was squeezed onto the tip of his thick finger. Her eyes popped wide, nearly choking on her wine. A low sexy chuckle simmered in his throat as a cocky grin tipped the corners of his mouth.


  “Fuck. Fuckity-fuck. Oh, my God.” Her hand flew to her mouth in awe, staring at a very large, brilliant, oval diamond.


  “I take it you like it?” His voice coated in sex appeal, slipping the platinum band on her finger.


  “Well, yes, of course.” Shock sent her words into a breathy ramble. “I mean, whoa, Summer, this is too much. Don’t get me wrong, I love it. It’s absolutely breathtaking.”


  “It is breathtaking…just like you.” He brought her fingers to his lips. “It stopped me in my tracks and I kept coming back to it. That’s how I knew it was the perfect ring.”


  “I don’t even want to know what you spent on this,” she mumbled, holding it in the moonlight. “But, where’s the other ring? I need that ring. Please don’t tell…”


  He handed off his glass of whiskey, reaching behind the nape of his neck to unclasp a necklace. Summer draped a thin delicate chain made of white gold along his opened hand. “I had the jeweler make a few changes.”


  Carrie Ann twisted and he slipped it around her neck. The precious stone fell precisely into the nook of her voluptuous cleavage. The corner of his mouth curved upward in an indulgent grin. Happiness radiated through her core, warming her all over, as she peered downward. A misty film glazed over her eyes causing her to blink back the sentiment.


  “Don’t get me wrong, I love the ring, but this…” She touched her fingers to the diamond between her breasts. “This means the world to me.” Holding her hand out to the moonlight, she continued, “It’s so big.”


  “Christ, I love it when you say that.” He growled, pulling her in for a tumultuous kiss.


  Early the next morning, she sent her father a text.


  Summer asked me to marry him.


  I said yes.


  I wanted to tell you in person, but with you being so bogged down at work, we haven’t had a chance to talk in person. Sorry you had to hear it this way, but I didn’t want you to see it splashed all over the media. Hopefully you’ll be able to make time for me soon.


  Love, Carrie Ann
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  Week four of the paparazzi frenzy, started with a fueled headline revealing Ry-Ann have an easy chemistry together which is heartening to all. She compliments him perfectly.


  “Well, it’s much better than the headline two weeks ago. Bought and Paid For– Ryan’s million dollar bride. I really hated that one.” She smirked flippantly over the rim of her coffee cup. Paparazzi had besieged during their second public outing and for weeks their relationship had been both universally ridiculed and praised, sparking an all-out media feeding frenzy.


  “You are a very expensive date,” he teased, blush tinged the bridge of his nose and cheeks. She swatted at him playfully and he clasped hold of her wrist, drawing her into his arms. He shifted from foot-to-foot in a slow dance, navigating around the front of her desk. Summer curled his fingers over the top of her open laptop, closing the computer, shutting out the rest of the world. “In another two weeks we’ll be old news and…”


  “And the vultures will move on to their next victims. I know, I know. For the record, I think you’re dreamin’.”


  The night before, mayhem erupted when they emerged from the car making their way inside a trendy LA restaurant. Summer calmly escorted her inside, while a crush of paparazzi lined the curb jockeying to get pictures of her ring. Flashes continued to strobe even after a few photographers lost their footing, feasting on some grungy LA pavement.


  “We do complement each other perfectly.” He nipped her ear, investigating the sensitive slope with his teeth, probing for goosebumps.


  “Perfectly,” she agreed with a pleasurable sigh, raking her fingers through his disheveled morning hair.


  “Where are you off to so early this morning?”


  She waved a hand down her front as if modeling her workout attire. “The gym.”


  “You sure you don’t want to stay home? I promise to give you a good workout.”


  “Sounds very…tantalizing, but I need to go into the office for a few hours. Unlike you, I have to go to work.” Her eyes narrowed playfully.


  Since returning from vacation, she cut her work days to three. Keeping to routine, Carrie Ann hit the gym first, leaving early in hopes of cutting off the rush hour traffic. Summer didn’t make it easy. The man had far too much sex appeal and endurance at seven in the morning.


  After making the hour commute, she pulled into the sparsely occupied parking lot, ready to pummel the first piece of exercise equipment available. Retrieving her favorite blue water bottle from her gym bag, she headed for the water station to fill up, running straight into Jason.


  “Hey,” slipped from her mouth in an awkward squeaky tone.


  “Hello, Carrie Ann.” Jason dragged a stark gaze across her face before scoping out the near vicinity. “Where’s your fiancé?”


  She didn’t realize she’d been holding her breath until she tried to reply. “He’s at home.”


  “What’s he gonna do next? Try to get me kicked out of my gym?”


  “It’s not like that.”


  “Yes it is and don’t bother calling to apologize when the test comes back.” Steering her toward an empty corner near the water fountain, he continued, “I can’t believe you think I would do that to you. Or anyone. Or just in fucking general. And just so you know, I knew after the premier we were just friends, Carrie Ann.”


  “Then why did you bother to throw down fifty grand at the auction?”


  His lips remained zipped, forging a hard, telling smile. There was no need for Jason to reply, the answer was written on his face. Dad put him up to it. Bringing his face closer, talking in a low acidic tone. “I’m not sure how Ryan’s going to feel after the results come back in few days, but at least you’ll feel better.” He paused. “Or maybe not. Maybe you’ll feel worse, when you’re forced to consider all the possibilities.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It means, maybe you should be looking at your fiancé.”


  “Summer would never…”


  “And neither would I. Hell, even your old man knows it.”


  “Jason…”


  “Have a good workout.”


  Her fists tightened securely around her water bottle as ice crystalized in her veins. It took every ounce of composure she could muster, not to chuck the twenty-four ounces of plastic at the back of his head. Anger simmered over, only it wasn’t Jason who stoked her fury. It was her father. Carrie Ann’s feet remained frozen to the floor while her mind deciphered the exact wordage she intended to unload on her dad. None of them were pretty.


  Without thinking, she started toward her favorite spin bike in a brusque march. Tapping her finger aggressively to the screen, she worked through the settings, choosing the longest, most rigorous ride possible. Carrie Ann plugged in her earbuds and hopped on the bike, only to find the wire bottle holder missing. Fuck! Fuckity-fuck! Fearing an oncoming outburst, she tossed her things on the ground, shoved her feet into the toe cage and began to pedal.


  Carrie Ann’s mind was numb, sitting tall, she worked through warm up stretches. She wasn’t listening to the music, she wasn’t watching the screen, or bothering with her heart rate. Her thoughts were lost, driven beyond the brink in an anger-filled daze. This was the reason her father had been avoiding her calls. If the test cleared Jason of any wrong doing, he would surely place the blame on Summer.


  Tugging one arm across her chest, she drew in a deep breath filling her lungs with air. Her eyes drifted shut as she lifted her chin to the heavens, silently praying for strength and guidance to deal with her father.


  Switching arms, she took another deep inhale. The scent of tobacco filled her nostrils. I must be delusional. He would never step foot in a gym. Her eyes popped open, head twisting from side-to-side, expecting to see her father’s face. She wasn’t ready. Carrie Ann needed to calm down before talking to him.


  A familiar face took ownership of the bike to her right, but it wasn’t her father. She scowled, watching the man take a casual swig from her water bottle.


  Taking notice of her apprehension, he gave her a half nod, gesturing for her to remove her head phones. “You look so familiar to me. Have we met before?”


  Spotting her blue bottle still sitting on the ground, she holstered her ferocity, saving her explosion for the intended target…her father. Glimpsing his vivid green eyes, wide smile, and dark curly hair, she nodded, bending down to grab her water. “We’ve met before, but I just can’t put my finger on it.”


  “Maybe it’s just from seeing you here at the gym.”


  “Maybe,” she agreed, taking a long drink to quench her thirst.


  “You look like you’re just starting your ride. You up for a friendly race?”


  Pulling her towel from her handlebars, she made a pass at the sweat already dripping from her temples. Pressing a finger to the screen, she highlighted the course titled, L’Alpe d’Huez. “I’m in a bit of a mood, so it might not be a good idea.”


  His eyes widened in surprise. He tossed his drink into the air, flipped the bottle end over end, before holstering it in its wire holder. Carrie Ann blinked a few times. The memory of the gun-slinging sheriff from the show at Jackson Hole flashed like a beacon.


  A flirtatious grin gathered in his eyes. “Maybe another day.”


  Not wanting to seem encouraging or rude, she opted for a simple, “Have a nice ride,” before plugging back in.


  Giving the tension knob a full turn, Carrie Ann pushed her bum back, crouched over the handlebars, and began the ascent. Her surroundings faded into the background with every pummel of the pedal and each bend in the switch back. Her anger grew as she climbed her virtual mountain. There would be no more avoiding the subject. Carrie Ann was going to get her day in court.


  An hour and forty minutes later, Carrie Ann stumbled off her spin bike. Her thighs burning and legs trembled from the intense workout. Feeling a little lethargic and dizzy, she stopped to refill her water.


  The thumping in her ears kept time with her heart rate as adrenaline surged. She could barely make out a woman’s muffled voice when she spoke to Carrie Ann, pointing out that her bottle was overflowing.


  Walking away, she mumbled sluggishly, “I must’ve gotten my heartrate too high.”


  Fueled with determination to set her father straight, she made her way through the gym. Stepping out the front door, bright sunshine beat down on her shoulders, zapping her of energy. Her body pitched and swayed as she walked to her car.


  “Whew. I must’ve overdid it,” she slurred, aiming for the handle, but missing.


  Standing beside her driver’s door, Carrie Ann clung to the top of her car. She was hit with another wave of spicy tobacco. Peering downward, she tried to make out a small blurry object lying on the ground. She screwed her eyes shut and stretched them wide, concentrating on the butt of a thin cigar between her tennis shoes.


  Lifting her heavy head, her gaze landed on a pair of vivid green eyes.


  Sunlight began to fade as the entire parking lot narrowed in around her, slipping into the shrinking shadow.


  
    Chapter Fifteen
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  A constant beeping filled her ears. Hushed voices sifted through the darkness like a distant daydream. Carrie Ann tried to peel the lids of her eyes open, but they were too heavy.


  The sterile smell of saline and antiseptic burned her nostrils. She drifted in and out of a deep sleep, listening to the sounds of chatter warbled together with footsteps and someone coughing in the far remoteness of her mind.


  Blackness.


  A low drone echoed in her ears as a band squeezed around her bicep, rousing her from hibernation. Her hands felt encumbered, too heavy to reach the object tightening and scratching her arm. She heard voices, men talking. I’ll give you today, but that’s it. I’ve been more than patient. Carrie Ann licked her parched lips. Holding her breath, she attempted to listen closer, but her ears were filled with the beating of her heart.


  She felt a set of hands, warm and strong, slip beneath the covers at the end of the bed and close over her foot. The massage was light and loving, warming her ice cold toes. The strokes too soft for treatment, but blanketed her with comfort and assurance.


  “Summer?” Her raspy voice, laced with panic, nearly inaudible. Her breathing turned quick and jumpy. Unable to raise her arms, she scratched her nails on the bedding.


  “We’re right here, Red.” His sunny familiar scent floated into her breath, calming her alarm. The sound of his voice snuggled beside her ear as he pressed the side of his face to her temple. “You’re safe. Everything’s okay.”


  Carrie Ann managed one little nod.


  A while later, she opened her eyes. An older man with dark hair, sat beside her. His stubby fingers drew small circles over her foot poking out of the blue cover. She blinked the haziness from her eyes. “Dad?”


  He lifted his head. Her father looked tired and worn. His typical tough, no-nonsense rigidness, softened by the exhaustion clinging to the lines covering his face. “I’m here.”


  Carrie Ann peered around the cold white room. Her gaze lingered down her body making sure all of her pieces were intact. She stretched and shifted. Nothing was broken.


  “Why am I in the hospital?” Before he could utter a word, her body lurched upright, adding in a voice of distress, “Where’s Summer?”


  “Shh, it’s okay. You’re fine. He’s here. He just went to get coffee.”


  A small bit of relief traveled through her rigid limbs and she sank back into the hard crinkly mattress. Her father scooted the small chair he sat in to the edge of her bed. He closed a hand around hers.


  “Why am I in the hospital?” she questioned again.


  “Do you remember being at the gym?”


  Carrie Ann surfed her memory, but had zero recollection. Meeting her father’s gaze, she saw wetness clinging to his lashes. Fearing the worst she swallowed hard, whispering, “Did something bad happen to me?”


  “No, no. Nothing happened. You got lucky.” Her dad seemed to be registering her reaction, unsure if he should go on. “Jason, found you…”


  “Yes, yes. I remember seeing him at the gym. We argued…sort of. Did he drug me again?”


  “He saved you.” Summer’s deep voice filtered through doorway.


  Tears sprung in her eyes, obscuring the silhouette of his tall, muscular frame moving toward her. The edge of the bed dipped as he sat beside her, pulling her into his arms for a full embrace. She hid her face in the crook of his neck, letting him hold her. Easing back, he cupped the sides of her neck, swiping the pads of his thumb over her damp cheek.


  “Love you, Red.”


  Their eyes locked. Those were the only words that mattered. “Love you.”


  “You remember seeing Jason at the gym?” Summer stated.


  “Yes.”


  “He was sitting in his car getting ready to leave when he spotted you staggering out to your car. He was going to see if you were alright. That’s when he saw the bartender approach you. Do you remember?”


  “Not really. Maybe. I remember feeling woozy, like I’d worked out too hard.”


  “Do you remember a man approaching you? The bartender? He worked for Take Your Best Shot the night of the auction.”


  “That’s right.” She shifted uneasily. “He was there…at the gym. He rode the bike next to me. That’s the guy who drugged me?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you positive?”


  “We’re positive.” Summer’s jaw was set so taut, the muscles near the hollow of his cheek twitched. He remained outwardly calm, but she could feel his hands shaking as he combed his fingers through her dark hair, placing a kiss to the top of her head. His heart thumped so loud, it echoed between them. Summer looked away momentarily, making a brief but monumental connection with her father.


  “We’ll talk about the details later.” Her dad remarked coolly. All traces of color washed from his face. “You don’t need to worry, honey. He won’t be getting out of jail in this lifetime.”


  Inundated with a strong need to apologize and tell him thank you, she questioned, “Where’s Jason?”


  Another shadow of concern passed between the two men. “They released him last night. I’m sure you’ll be able to talk to him soon.”


  “Released? From the hospital? What for?”


  “Carrie Ann, he was stabbed during the altercation. Don’t worry. Doctors were concerned about a concussion, but he’s going to be fine. He got lucky, the knife only grazed his side, but it required fifteen stitches.”


  “Knife?” She heard herself ask in an unnaturally high voice. “He had a knife?”


  “We’ll talk about everything when you’re totally alert and the drugs are out of your system. For now, you just need to rest.”


  Carrie Ann didn’t have much choice, she could barely keep her eyes open. The next time she awoke, she was more alert. Her throat was sore and she suffered from a pounding headache. Thankfully both began to subside after eating a small bowl of homemade chicken soup that Summer had delivered for breakfast.


  “The doctor said you’ll be released this morning.” Summer stated.


  “Good. I just want to go home.”


  Her father cleared his throat roughly, drawing her attention. “Summer, would you mind giving Carrie Ann and I a few minutes?”


  She scowled. “Dad, whatever you have to say, you can do it in front of Summer.”


  Summer pulled in a deep breath, exhaling a long drawn-out sigh. His amber eyes warmed to the color of cognac and were full of reassurance as he tilted forward brushing his nose to hers. “It’s okay, Red. I need to make a phone call. I promised Shayla I’d keep her informed.”


  Leaving the room, Summer paused in front of her father. He stuck out his hand, locking eyes with her father as they shook hands. Both men gave a curt nod, acknowledging some sort of mutual truce.


  Sitting at the edge of her bed, Carrie Ann couldn’t help but notice her dad looked older, drained from being at the hospital all night. The glow of fluorescent overhead lighting adding a greyness to his skin accentuating the dark bruising shadows beneath his eyes.


  “I rushed judgment, accusing Summer too quickly.”


  The muscles near her mouth softened detecting what sounded like an admission of guilt or an apology. Either way, it was a first. “I suppose we did the same, assuming it was Jason.”


  “I’m hoping that you won’t judge me too harshly,” he paused. “When I say what I need to tell you.”


  A shiver ran down her spine, hearing the unmistakable regret riddling his tone. “What do you have to tell me?”


  “We all make mistakes. I’ve definitely made my fair share. I thought that boy was bringing you down. Holding you back from a vast future of possibilities. When he came to the house…I thought I was protecting you from a lifetime full of struggle and heartache. He was a rough-neck by California standards, no couth, no class, no future to speak of. He was sliding down a dark hole and I’d be damned if I was going to let him take you with him. You deserved better. I always thought your mother deserved better too. I never understood what she saw in me.” The last few bits, washed in recollection.


  Searing heat climbed up her neck, turning her words to a near whimper. “What did you do?”


  “It never entered my mind that you truly loved him. Or that he’d be able to give you a good life.”


  “Those aren’t things you get to decide, Dad.”


  “I know that now. He came to me that day,” His tone softened. There was no need to explain, she knew which day he referred to. It was the day she lost their baby. “I’d heard you crying, telling Shayla the whole story. I’d be damned if I was ever going to let him near you again.”


  The tiny muscles of her nose twitched as wetness struck her hot cheek. She asked again firmly, “What did you do?”


  “When he showed up wanting my blessing to ask for your hand in marriage, I threatened to kill him. Undeterred by loss of limb and life, I bribed him to stay away.” His words, appalling and inexcusable, wrenched and twisted her gut, pummeling her with a wave of queasiness. “When he refused to take the money, I threatened to cut you out of my will…out of my life.”


  Her heart thundered painfully. “How could you?”


  “I was desperate.” He reached for her hand, but she recoiled, placing it in her lap. “All I can do now is ask for your forgiveness.”


  “I don’t think it’s going to be that easy, Dad.” A frigid warning clung to her voice. “Is there anything else?”


  “I guess you should know that Summer came to see me when you got back from Montana. He wasn’t asking for my blessing, but he wanted me to know that he planned on marrying you.”


  “And what did you tell him?”


  “I threatened to kill him.” A shred of orneriness rifled his tone. He sobered, surveying her emotions. “Summer gave me an ultimatum, either I tell you the truth or he would. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”


  The beeping of monitors encompassed the deafening silence.


  “I think you should leave now, Dad,” she said flatly. “I’m not feeling any clemency.”


  Summer sauntered into the room, weighing the heaviness of the bruised air, stating, “I am.”


  Carrie Ann shook her head. “You don’t have to forgive…”


  “I don’t have to. I want to.” Summer’s eyes were bloodshot. “Life has a way of putting things into perspective. Your father and I nearly lost the most important thing in our lives. I think we can put our differences aside from now on. Obviously, I’m capable of taking care of your daughter, Mr. Lowell. I don’t need your blessing, but it would be nice to have it.”


  “Either way, Dad, I’m marrying Summer.”


  He pressed a fatherly kiss to the top of her head before rising to his feet. “I’d be happy to pay for the wedding.”


  Carrie Ann and Summer’s eyes connected in a brief glance. Money talked when it came to Mr. Lowell. It was the one constant thing he could control in his life. It was her father’s way of offering his approval.


  “Thank you, but I think I can handle the wedding.”


  “Fine.” Walking out the door, her dad turned back. “Do you golf?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Maybe you’d care to join me this weekend?”


  A deep-seeded satisfaction warmed Summer’s smile. His unblinking stare never left Carrie Ann’s features. “I’ve got plans this weekend, but we can pencil something in.”


  Waiting for the door to close, she asked quietly, “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”


  “I tried.” Summer gently tugged her from the bed. “To be honest, I don’t want to think about it anymore. I’m tired of looking back. I’m more interested in the future. Paperwork is all finished. Let’s get out of here.”


  “Let’s go home.”


  Aspen greeted her with twenty puppy kisses, before rolling onto her back for belly rubs. Carrie Ann headed straight for the shower, needing to wash off the hospital grime and aftershocks of mental stress. Standing in the closet, towel clad with soaking wet hair, she rifled through her drawers searching for a pair of boxers and a tank top.


  She didn’t know how long Summer had been standing behind her, but she shrieked catching sight of him in her peripheral as the thin tank stretched over her head, making it past her eyes.


  Her pulse went crazy squashing almost every word in her vocabulary, seeing Summer propped against the doorway wearing a silver-grey suit. “Fuckity-fuck, fuck,” she panted breathily.


  A sexy smile sucked into the corner of his mouth. His faint laughter filtered through the closet as he ambled toward her. His arms came around her as his eyes locked on hers with an intensity she’d never seen him wear before. One hand spanned the small of her back, drawing an arch as the other coasted over the curve of her bare bum, giving a generous squeeze. Her slight giggle dissolved into a soft gasp.


  Carrie Ann’s fingers keyed up his white shirt front, giving a small adjustment to his crooked tie. The flat of his palms held her securely, molding her to the muscular terrain of his body. A low, pleasurable sigh rose in her throat, reveling in the tantalizing scent of his neck.


  “What’s going on?”


  “I know you’re exhausted, but I thought I might be able to tempt you in a little trip.”


  “A trip? Where?” she questioned amusingly, raising an inquisitive brow. A broad smile touched her lips. Even though she was tired, there was no way she’d turn him down.


  Following his gaze beyond the doorway, she noticed one of her dresses, a white strapless vintage-style cocktail dress laid out on the bed. Summer lifted their entwined fingers to his lips, and kissed her knuckles. His gorgeous gaze hovered behind the rock on her finger.


  “Vegas.”


  
    Epilogue
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  Being naked in front of another man was a place Carrie Ann thought she’d never find herself again.


  After Ryan Summer stunned fans by publicizing Ry-Ann had tied the knot in a secret ceremony at a private residence in Las Vegas, the Paparazzi stalked them relentlessly. The couple took painstaking deliberations to keep their relationship as tight-lipped as possible, blocking out all the white-noise. However, they wouldn’t be able to keep the rumor mongers at bay much longer. At sixteen weeks, she was already starting to show. Instead of allowing the press the power to ridicule the pregnancy of their first child, they decided to take the announcement of their baby-bump into their own hands.


  Posing nude in front of the white sheet, Summer stood behind her arranging the big red heart-shaped pillow. She gripped the red satin like a scared virgin protecting her innocence.


  “How much longer is this gonna take?” Summer growled nipping her ear. His semi-hard erection nudging her in the back, drew a sweet pull of desire at her core.


  “Easy cowboy.” Tony, one of Hollywood’s renowned photographers, sassed in a pleasant playful tone. “You’ve got about ten more minutes. That should give me enough shots to choose from.”


  Twenty minutes later Tony called it a wrap. Summer doted over her, assisting her into her silky robe, carefully slipping one arm into a sleeve and then the other. She bellied up to the kitchen table as Tony downloaded the images to his computer.


  Carrie Ann and Summer, JC and Reed, plus ten other expecting couples donned the pages of this year’s Bare Your Soul Calendar. After thirty minutes, she narrowed the cover image down to the last shot of the day. In the photo, Carrie Ann’s arms were tastefully crossed over her breast, as Summer held the satin heart over her nether regions. His chin rested on her shoulder as she twisted to face him, eyes closed, foreheads barely touching.
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  The next afternoon, she leaned over the kitchen counter, her arms pressed along the outside slope of her breasts, posing to show off her ever-growing cleavage in a new pink bra and panty set she’d purchased earlier that morning.


  Summer walked through the garage door and nearly skidded to a halt tripping over his tongue. His eyes, wide with delight, slid from her head to her toes. “Pink? Hmm? Not even a hint of red?”


  Biting back a smile, she shot him a look of feigned outrage. “Very funny. You should be lucky…”


  “Oh, I’m definitely lucky.”


  “That I haven’t given you a heart attack or sent you to the hospital or wounded you…”


  “I will gladly take all the sex you can throw at me.”


  Blush warmed her cheeks as a timid smile curled the edges of her lips. “The doctor said my out-of-control lust filled hormones…”


  “You mean your dirty-talking horn-doggedness?”


  “Probably won’t last the entire pregnancy and that you should prepare for random outbursts of crying and/or yelling.” Carrie Ann smothered her brazen grin. “She suggested you take full advantage of me while you can.”


  “Is that so?” His eyes narrowed wickedly as he slinked toward her. His lips made their way down the curve of her neck, nibbling until goosebumps skittered across her shoulders. “Sorry I missed the appointment this morning. I was stuck on the freeway for three hours. What else did the doc have to say?”


  They’d already had several doctor appointments and this was the first time Summer hadn’t been able to go with her. He called, warning her to take a different route because the freeway had been shut down. He was so upset about not being able to make the appointment, she offered to reschedule, but he insisted she go.


  A pinch of guilt mingled with overwhelming joy. Carrie Ann untangled herself from his arms. Rising to her tiptoes in a slow pirouette, she modeled the pink underwear for him. She tugged her bottom lip between her teeth, hoping to squash the goofy lop-sided grin from covering her face, but it just continued to grow until she let out a soft giggle.


  Summer’s stare tapered in inquiry.


  “I’m sorry,” she caved. “The doctor knew that we wanted to know the sex and she blurted it out without thinking.”


  Summer shirked back in surprise, gawking at the lacy material. His literal shrill of excitement hushed her explanation. “A girl! We’re having a baby girl?”


  She blinked hard against the swell of emotions collecting in her throat, robbing her of a reply. All she could do was nod.


  Summer dropped to his knees, cradling her tummy in the palm of his hands, kissing every inch of the small bump. “Hey, baby girl. You need a name. Daddy needs to start calling you something besides baby.”


  She ran her fingers through his thick hair. “Actually, I was playing with our middle names on the way home.”


  “Let’s hear it.” Summer stood, scooping her up into his arms, placing her bum on the cool granite counter.


  “I put a little twist to them and I really love the name…Anna Blakely Summer.”


  “Anna Blakely Summer. Anna Blakely…”


  “Anna for my mom and my middle name and Blakely instead of just Blake for your middle name and your grandpa.”


  “I think it’s perfect.” Summer caressed her stomach, asking. “Anna, what do you think?”


  Seeing a glimmer of wetness pooling on his lower lids, Carrie Ann broke, dissolving into his arms. “I love you, Summer.”


  Summer’s mouth descended over hers. “Christ, I love you.”


  This man, so strong and tough, had the biggest heart and it was filled with love for his family. He was more than her best friend. He was her protector, her lover, her soul mate, the father of her children.


  Summer was her everything.
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    No More Wasted Time

  


  After losing her husband to a sudden heart attack, Tess Mathews escapes to Bora Bora to lay her husband and sorrow to rest. What she doesn’t expect is a new beginning.


  Tom Clemmins is an A-list actor whose life revolves around work and an onslaught of women. He travels to Bora Bora for a much-needed break. Tom has a few ideas of how he’ll enjoy his vacation, but love isn’t one of them. Until he sees Tess.


  Reserving a private shark-feeding excursion to scatter her husband’s ashes into the lagoon, Tess is furious when Mr. Hollywood bribes his way onto the boat, leaving her no other choice but to share the boat ride.


  Tess is torn between tremendous guilt and zealous lust when their boat ride turns into a week full of romance and desire neither thought imaginable. Utterly smitten with a woman for the first time in his life, Tom casts his commitment phobia aside and whisks Tess off to Malibu where he introduces her as his “girlfriend” on the red carpet.


  As the paparazzi besiege, can Tess survive the media blitz that ensues in order to find her second chance at love?


  
    Shayla’s Story

  


  ~People come into your life for a Reason, a Season or a Lifetime~


  A Reason…


  Questioning her relationship with a man who worships politics more thanher, Shayla Clemmins escapes reality for the seductive sunsets ofGreece. There she finds exactly what she didn’t know was missing fromher life, but fears she’ll lose him to her past.


  A Season…


  John Mathews works hard and plays even harder. When he finds a newpassion in the sensual warmth of Greece, he discovers that onelust-filled weekend of romance is just not enough.


  A Lifetime…


  With Shayla’s past catching up to her and an anonymous threat to her future, can she and John make a lifetime together?


  
    The Perfect Someday

  


  Tracy Mathews lives life by the perfect moral code. After graduating magna cum laude in Marketing, she travels to the fabled churches of Santorini to capture the picturesque sunset, only to find a masquerade wedding about to begin. Tracy is persuaded by her younger sister to crash the ceremony. While donning a mask in Greece, she encounters a magnetically charming, handsome Italian, who entices her deepest desires.


  After a brief and mysterious rendezvous with future promises made, she returns home only to realize her dreams of the perfect man have been shattered—until an unexpected job opportunity presents itself in Italy.


  Vincent is a fifth generation winemaker in the rolling hills of Tuscany. On the verge of losing his family’s estate, will Tracy Mathews, an up and coming marketing entrepreneur, be exactly what he needs to save his family heritage and his broken heart?


  
    Surviving Broken

  


  ~Sometimes you have to go through hell to find your heaven~


  Most women have a wish list when it comes to what kind of man they want to date. JC Mathews used a strict set of guidelines as a safety net to keep herself out of trouble and out of love.


  On hiatus from the bright lights and speculative gazes of her career in the fashion industry, JC lets her guard down…only to the wrong man. After escaping Italy and the hands of her abuser, she returns to Malibu to recover. The last thing she expects to find is a large, gorgeous intruder swimming naked in her pool.


  Reed Rider left Texas and his broken heart behind in order to settle his aunt’s affairs after her death. Seeking refuge from the California heat for a midnight swim in his neighbor’s backyard, he never expects to find the nude silhouette of a long-haired beauty standing at the water’s edge.


  As their passion ignites and the pages of JC’s rulebook fade to grey, she unlocks her guarded heart to begin a new chapter in her life. When hidden truths are exposed and secrets unravel, will they survive the threats from their broken pasts?


  
    USA Today Bestselling Author Beverly Preston has been a stay at home mom for 21 years, although she prefers the title Domestic Engineer, raising her four amazing kids. As her children begin to venture out on their own, she’s left to shed a tear—for a minute—wonder what’s next in life, and embrace the feeling of empowerment that surely must’ve been wrapped in a present she received on her fortiethbirthday.

  


  If Beverly isn’t at home riding her spin bike, you’ll find her spinning richly emotional and sinfully sexy romancestories.


  Laugh, cry, and fall in love with The Mathews Family one Happily Ever After at atime.
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  Visit Beverly at:


  www.beverlypreston.com


  Come join Beverly’s street team on Facebook

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
" ATASTE OF

* = g
BEVERLY PRESTON

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR





OEBPS/Images/00002.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00001.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00003.jpeg





