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    CHAPTER ONE


    


    “Maybe you should consider getting a boob job.”


    Kelsie Collins paused mid-bite to look at her mother from across the dinner table which was, thankfully, tucked away in a far corner of the busy restaurant. “What?”


    Her mother reached for another roll and scooped up a pat of butter with her knife as if she had just made mention of the weather instead of her daughter’s virtually non-existent breasts. “Now don’t go looking at me like that,” she said as she tore open the roll and slathered the butter across it. “Fake boobs are all the rage right now.”


    Kelsie resisted the urge to roll her eyes. It wasn’t as if this was the first time they’d discussed this particular subject. “Maybe so,” she conceded. “But I’m not about to risk my health just to fill my bra out better.”


    Her mother waved her concern away. “They’re perfectly safe now if you get the ones filled with saline.”


    “Oh, well, that being the case I’ll run right out and get myself a pair.”


    Her mother pursed her lips. “All I’m saying is that it certainly couldn’t hurt for you to look into them. According to my latest issue of Cosmopolitan, breast implants can actually boost a woman’s self-confidence level.”


    Not another piece of Cosmopolitan advice. Kelsie rolled her eyes again with a groan, returning the half-eaten extra crispy chicken breast to her plate. “Mom, my self-confidence is not an issue. I’m perfectly content with my lesser endowments. So I’m no Playboy Bunny. Big deal.”


    Her mother arched a slender brow.


    Okay, so maybe her lesser endowments did bother her a little bit, but she wasn’t about to openly admit that to her mother. “Can we just drop this?”


    “Now, honey, before you go and get all defensive, I’m not saying anything is wrong with your breasts as they are.” Her gaze dropped down. “You’re just naturally small.”


    Unlike her mother who was naturally a ‘D’ cup and had the curves to go with it. She, on the other hand, was what her mother lovingly referred to as a ‘petite little pixie’. That might have been cute when she was ten, but not now. She didn’t want to be reminded that she was a twenty-seven-year-old version of Tinker Bell, minus the blonde hair. Hers was a coppery red.


    “B isn’t that small,” Kelsie replied in defense of her push-up bra enhanced attributes.


    Her mother stabbed at her salad. “It was just a suggestion. I’m sure I don’t have to remind you what that article in last Sunday’s paper said about how single women far outnumber the eligible, financially stable, good looking men currently out there on the market.”


    If her mother expected her to go into a panic over that reminder, she had another thing coming. A committed relationship was the last thing Kelsie was looking for. Her divorce two years before had seen to that. She’d married the ‘perfect’ man who’d ended up being anything but perfect. He’d been a liar and a cheat, and she had no intention of making that same mistake ever again. She was perfectly happy with her life exactly the way it was.


    The only problem was getting her mother to accept that and stop pushing for more. Her mother, of all people, should understand how she felt. Kelsie’s father, or biological sperm donor as her mother preferred to refer to him by, had taken off in search of greener pastures the moment he found out his college ‘playmate’ was pregnant. Her mother never married after that. Instead, Melinda Collins had taken control of her somewhat derailed life, becoming a very successful real estate agent. Her free time was spent trying to push her daughter into relationships, determined that Kelsie have the happily-ever-after she’d never found for herself.


    “Enlarging my breasts will make me a better catch for one of those few remaining ‘good catches’ how?” she asked, hoping to make her mother realize just how crazy her suggestion was.


    “As if I really need to answer that,” her mother snorted. “Think about it, honey. If two women are walking toward you on the sidewalk, one with large breasts, the other lesser endowed, which woman would you notice first?”


    “Neither,” Kelsie replied. “I’m not a lesbian.”


    “I know that,” her mother said with an exasperated sigh. “I’m talking hypothetically. As in if you were a man,” her mother explained as she reached for her glass of ice tea.


    “I suppose I would notice the one with the nicest smile.” She was a dental hygienist after all. Nice teeth were important to her.


    “What if neither of them is smiling?”


    “I am not getting fake boobs!” Kelsie blurted out in complete frustration. “I’m happy just the way I am. And if, that’s a huge if, I ever get involved with a man again he’s going to have to like me as I am. I’m not about to let the next man I marry try to change me the way Kyle tried to!”


    Had she really just shouted her reply while seated in a very crowded restaurant? A glance around her told Kelsie she had indeed done just that. Heat flooded her cheeks.


    Her mother’s eyes lit up like a stray cat in a fish market. “The next man you marry?”


    She wished she could take the words back. Not so much the boob part, she still held firm on that decision, but the husband part. The last thing she wanted to do was to give her mother any reason to hope that the ‘marriage again’ thing would ever happen. She didn’t want another husband. She’d gone that route once before and had no intention of ever traveling it again. A non-committal fling would be all right she supposed. That is, if she ever found a guy she was interested in enough to get involved with - non-committally.


    The calculating smile that slid across her matchmaking mother’s face told Kelsie she was in big trouble. She had done the one thing she’d tried her damnedest never to do when it came to discussing her relationships, or lack thereof, with her mother. She’d just given her hope.


    * * *


    Kelsie checked her watch again then returned to tapping her nails on the polished wood surface of the bar top. Her mother had managed to stress her out more than P.M.S. ever had. Most of it was the gleam of ‘I can’t wait for you to give me grandbabies’ she’d seen in her mother’s eyes when they’d hugged goodbye at the restaurant earlier that evening.


    “You know, if ditching bad dates was an Olympic sport, you’d take the gold.”


    Smiling, Kelsie spun around on her bar stool to greet her best friend, Nanci. “And if being over-sexed was an Olympic sport...”


    “Guaranteed gold,” her friend replied proudly. “You should try it sometime.”


    “I think I’ll pass.”


    “You don’t know what you’re missing.”


    “Yeah, well you haven’t been on any of the dates I’ve been on lately,” Kelsie told her with a frown. “There hasn’t been a guy yet who even so much as tempted me to consider competing in Olympic bedroom games.”


    “Maybe you just need to take the time to get to know the guys you go out with instead of ditching them halfway through the date.


    Taking more time to get to know the guys she’d been set up on dates with wouldn’t have made one iota of a difference. “Speaking of time,” Kelsie muttered, determined to redirect their conversation to something other than her pathetic love life, “you’re late.”


    “I know. I know. I’m running behind.” Her friend plopped her purse atop the bar and settled onto the stool next to the one Kelsie was seated on. “My last patient cancelled, so I got out of work early. But made the mistake of stopping by the mall on my way here. They’re having their annual sidewalk sale.”


    Well, that explained it. There was no such thing as a quick mall run for Nanci when sidewalk sales were involved. “So did you buy anything? Or do I even have to ask?”


    “Heels,” she answered with a smile.


    Kelsie laughed, not the least bit surprised. “I’m beginning to think you need to consider seeking some sort of therapy for this shoe obsession you have.” She reached for the wild berry wine cooler she’d been sipping on while she waited for Nanci to get there, bringing it to her lips.


    “My shoe fetish aside, how’s the man-hater book coming along?”


    She was referring to the how-to book Kelsie had been working on for women who found themselves out on a date from hell. It was filled with escape plans to get out of those bad dates. Escapes Kelsie had tested out firsthand in the two years since her divorce.


    She returned her drink to the bar coaster and reached for a handful of popcorn in the napkin-lined basket beside it. “It’s not a man-hater book,” she said in defense of her brainchild.


    Nanci shrugged. “Could have fooled me.”


    “It’s a bad date survival guide.”


    Her friend shook her head. “Come on, Kelsie, when are you going to realize not every guy out there is like Kyle?”


    “You mean a complete and utter asshole?” And that was being charitable as far as her ex was concerned. Kyle was a self-absorbed, skirt chasing...


    “He is that,” Nanci agreed. “So I’m dying to hear what happened with Gym-Boy last night? You didn’t leave any details on my answering machine, just that you’d ditched him. I take it that means there were no sparks between the two of you.”


    “Oh, there were sparks all right. But they weren’t coming from me.” She reached into her purse for her lip-gloss.


    “What do you mean?”


    “It seems that weight-lifting isn’t his only passion.”


    “Oooh,” her friend said, leaning closer. “Do tell.”


    “It’s not anywhere near what you’re thinking.”


    “How do you know what I’m thinking?”


    “Because sex is all you ever think about. Anyway, it seems Gym-Boy has a thing for souped-up cars. Only this one wasn’t up, it was down, dragging its ass end everywhere we went. We must have looked like a giant sparkler on wheels.”


    Nanci laughed. “Poor you.”


    “Tell me about it.”


    Her friend glanced around the bar in an appraising manner. “Nice place.”


    She nodded in agreement. “I pass by it on my way to work everyday, so I thought we’d give it a try.”


    Her friend motioned the bartender over.


    He flashed a charming grin as he leaned over the bar. “What can I get for you?”


    “I’ll have whatever you’ve got on tap as long as it’s light,” Nanci replied with her usual flirty smile. “A girl’s got to watch her figure, you know.”


    As if every man in the room wasn’t already watching it for her, Kelsie thought with a grin.


    “Looks well-kept to me,” he replied with a once-over that had her friend beaming. “One light draft coming up.” He turned to leave, but Nanci stopped him.


    “Another wild berry for my friend here, too, please,” she added with a flutter of her long, mascara-coated lashes.


    “But I haven’t finished this one yet,” Kelsie pointed out, holding up her more than half-full bottle.


    “You will.” She waved him on. “She’ll take another.” When he walked away to get their drinks, Nanci turned in her chair to face her. “Okay, I’m dying to know. How did you escape your date last night?”


    She smiled. “I made my move when we stopped for gas. When he went inside to pay and pick up a six pack, I put on a ton of my tinted lip gloss and then leaned over to the driver side to press my lips to his window.”


    Nanci looked at her questioningly. “You kissed his window?”


    She nodded, her grin widening. “Multiple times.”


    “Strange behavior,” her friend said. “Even for you. But I’ll bite. How does kissing a window get you out of a bad date?”


    “The second he saw my lip prints smudged all over his precious car’s window he flipped out. When I informed him that I intended to leave ‘love kisses’ all over his car, he made a spark-trailing bee-line straight back to my apartment, ending our date with some excuse about having to go check in on his ailing grandmother, which, by the way, I’ve added to my list of date-ending excuses.”


    Nanci burst into a fit of laughter. “You are, without a doubt, the queen of creative date escapes. I just hope you realize that we’re running out of places in this town to hang out where your dumpees won’t be.”


    “I haven’t dumped that many men,” she protested, even though she knew Nanci was only giving her a hard time, something her best friend loved to do. When Kelsie had first started working on her bad date survival guide, they both agreed to steer clear of the places the men that she dumped hung out. That meant trying out new bars and dance clubs all the time, which had actually worked out great for Nanci who not only like to collect shoes, but men as well.


    The bartender returned with their drinks, placing them on the bar counter in front of them.


    Nanci dug in her purse for her wallet and then handed him a crisp ten dollar bill. “Keep the change. Oh, and my email addy’s on the back of it just in case.”


    “Thanks.” After a memorizing perusal of the email address she’d written across the bill’s border, he walked away grinning.


    “In case of what?” she asked Nanci. “In case he’s looking for a horny woman?”


    Her friend turned to her, but only after she’d treated herself to a visual tour of the bartender’s jean-clad butt as he stood with his back to them at the cash register. “You are so bad,” she muttered distractedly.


    Kelsie gave a snort. “You must be confusing me with all the dates I’ve gone out on.”


    Nanci dragged her attention away from the bartender. “When are you ever going to accept the fact that no man is perfect? Though I will be the first to admit you’ve dated more than a few losers lately.”


    “Courtesy of you and my mother.”


    “Your mother’s picks were worse than mine.”


    “Not by much,” she told her. “My dates have ranked from bad to completely nauseating. And that’s putting it nicely. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you and my mother hated me.”


    “Now you’re being overly dramatic. Your dates haven’t all been bad ones,” Nanci argued. “The guys I set you up with were pretty damn cute.”


    “Cute doesn’t mean they didn’t have flaws.”


    “Come on, Kelsie. Be real. What man doesn’t have some sort of flaw? No one’s perfect. Not even us, though we come damn close,” she added with a grin.


    Kelsie sighed. “I realize that. And I’m not looking for perfect.”


    “No. You aren’t looking for anything at all,” her friend pointed out. “And before you give me the old ‘I’ve tried’ story, remember this is me you’d be feeding that line of bull to.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    Nanci sipped at her beer. “Need I point out that since your divorce you’ve been determined to find something wrong with every single guy you go out with?”


    Maybe so. But she wasn’t about to lose herself in a relationship again. Finding men’s faults before that happened kept her heart safe.


    Kelsie finished off the last of her wine cooler and then reached for the cold one Nanci had ordered for her. “I may not be looking for long term commitment, but that doesn’t mean I’m not entitled to be choosy.”


    Her friend offered an apologetic smile. “You know I only nag you so much because I want you to be happy.”


    “You sound like my mother. She was so distraught over the break up of my marriage you would have thought she was the one getting the divorce.”


    “She wants more for you than she had. That’s why she pushes so hard.”


    “Pushes hard is an understatement. And you’re not much better,” she said, pointing the open top of her wine cooler Nanci’s direction.


    “Hey, I’ve only fixed you up a few times. Your mother does it all the time.”


    “I think she’s going through some sort of mid-life crisis or something. Only her fear isn’t of getting old. It’s of never having grandchildren to dote on. So any single man that crosses her path becomes fair game.”


    Nanci laughed. “Don’t you think that you’re over-exaggerating just a little bit?”


    “You think so? I’m telling you, Nanci, I think my mother is losing it. She propositioned some guy in the meat market at Kroger the other day.”


    “That’s good, isn’t it? If she’s preoccupied with her own love life—”


    “Not for her. For me! She asked him if he’d be interested in going out with her single, very attractive, successful daughter.”


    “Ah, another prospective blind date to set you up on.”


    Kelsie nodded. “Apparently the guy purchased a couple of really big sausages which my mother took to mean he was both single and sexually confident.”


    “How did she come to that conclusion?”


    “She assumes all men are big eaters, so two sausages would mean it was going to be dinner for one. And a man secure in his masculinity wouldn’t have any problem with buying sausages that might give his you-know-what a run for its money size-wise.”


    Beer spurted from her friend’s mouth. “Oh God,” she choked.


    “I know,” Kelsie said, handing her a napkin. “Can you believe the lengths she goes to find Mr. Right for me?”


    “I take it you and the ‘big sausage’ guy have a date set up.”


    “Thankfully, no.”


    “No? Let me guess. The guy was married?”


    She nodded, grinning. “Yeah, and he told my mother his ‘husband’ probably wouldn’t appreciate it.”


    Nanci burst into a fit of laughter. “Another excuse for your date escape list.”


    Kelsie dug in her purse, pulling out the notepad she carried with her everywhere she went. “I never thought about that. Pretend to be gay,” she muttered as she scribbled the idea down for future reference.


    “And married,” Nanci tossed out. “Just don’t ask me to play your wife.”


    “But you’d make such a hot wife,” Kelsie teased as she reached for her wine cooler.


    Suddenly, Nanci grabbed for her arm, nearly knocking the wine cooler from her hand. “Ooh, ooh! Let the Olympic bedroom games begin.”


    Somehow Kelsie managed to keep her drink from spilling. “What are you talking about?”


    Her friend leaned closer, saying in an urgent whisper, “I’ve just discovered the next Hunk of the Year centerfold.”


    “What?”


    Nanci pointed past her to the door.


    Twisting around on the bar stool, she discovered the cause of her best friend’s sudden need for a drool bib. There, in the open doorway of Casey’s Bar and Grill, was the closest thing she’d ever seen to a Greek god in Columbus, Ohio.


    Only instead of wearing a toga and a crown of gold leaves, he was dressed in tight-fitting jeans that hugged his muscular thighs and no doubt his butt. Unfortunately, she couldn’t see that side of him from where she sat. The Greek god stopped just inside the door to talk to a man and woman who were seated at a table near the entrance.


    She actually found herself craning her neck to stare at the sexy hunk of a man across the room. He wore a short sleeve, navy blue t-shirt with the words - Worthington Fire Department – written across the front of it in stark white letters. His dark hair was short with just a hint of sideburns that blended into the five o’clock shadow lining his jaw.


    “Mmm...mmm...mmm...,” Nanci mumbled appreciatively behind her. “I’m actually tempted to go outside and climb a tree, meow, and pretend I’m stuck so he’ll come to my rescue.”


    Nanci wasn’t the only one tempted to do something foolish to get his attention. Kelsie shifted in her seat, tearing her gaze away from her friend’s fantasy-man-of-the-moment. “I think it’s supposed to be cats they rescue from trees.”


    “Hey, I can purr with the best of them. Just let him take me home to bed and see.”


    “Honestly, Nanci, is sex all you ever think about?”


    “That and shoes,” she admitted. “Sometimes both together.”


    Kelsie wasn’t the least bit surprised by that. Her best friend might be a sweet, soft-spoken dental hygienist by day, but her nighttime behavior was a whole different story. Nanci was a self-proclaimed bad girl whose hobby was collecting, along with shoes and men, vibrators. Not that she ever needed to use her B.O.B.s (battery operated boyfriends). She had more men at her beck and call than she knew what to do with. She just thought vibrators were fun conversation pieces and displayed them in her curio as one would dolls or collectible glassware.


    “Better you than me,” Kelsie told her, meaning every word of it. Sex with Kyle had been about as exciting as a root canal. And the rebound sex she’d had a week after her divorce hadn’t been much better.


    “I’m warning you, Kelsie. The next time we go out, I’m bringing the laughing gas along with me from the office. Maybe it’ll help you to relax and enjoy life.” Her friend’s gaze shifted back across the room, no doubt seeking out her version of Mr. Wonderful again.


    Kelsie grabbed her pen and quickly jotted LAUGHING GAS down in her notebook.


    “What are you doing?” her friend muttered as she tossed a handful of popcorn into her mouth.


    “Writing that down.”


    “Writing what down?” she asked, clearly distracted.


    “Nitrous Oxide. That’s a great way to ditch a date and still leave the guy happy.”


    Nanci arched a perfectly plucked brow. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”


    She was, but it was fun to get Nanci going. “Hey, it’s an option.”


    Her friend looked at her as if she’d just gone off the deep end. “Think about it, Kelsie. If slipping people Mickey’s in a bar is illegal, imagine what the penalty would be for dragging a nitrous oxide unit into a bar and hooking some unsuspecting guy up to it.”


    Feigning disappointment, Kelsie crossed that one off of her list. “I suppose you’re right. I prefer to stay on the good side of the law.”


    “Smart girl,” a deep, very male voice said behind them.


    Both women whipped around.


    “Ladies,” the firefighter hunk greeted with a lone dimple grin that had Kelsie wishing bar stools came equipped with seat belts. Because she was just about to slide bonelessly off the one she was sitting on.


    Nanci straightened, effectively thrusting her breasts outward and upward in her usual man-hunting, take-me-to-bed pose. “Well, hello.”


    Not wanting to be rude, Kelsie looked up and returned his greeting with a lot less ‘enthusiasm’ than Nanci just had. Close up he was taller and even better looking, a lethal combination in her book. Without waiting for him to reply, she swiveled back around to face the bar before the sight of him sent her into drool mode right alongside her friend.


    Her attempt to avoid the hunky firefighter might have worked had it not been for the mirror that ran the length of the wall behind the bar. His dark eyes met hers and that make-your-legs-weak smile of his widened. Her mouth went instantly dry and her pulse rate kicked up more than a few notches, making her stiffen uneasily in her seat.


    Firefighter or not, he was a man. And it was a smile just like the one he was flashing around the bar that caused her several years of wedded misery. Warning bells were clanging loudly inside her head. Avoid this man at all costs!


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    CHAPTER TWO


    


    Despite the enthusiastic greeting the ‘perky’ blonde had given him, Cole Maxwell found his gaze drawn to the auburn-haired beauty seated beside her. The one whose emerald eyes watched him in the mirror from beneath thick, black lashes with both interest and caution.


    He found himself studying the delicate features that made up her face. Thickly lashed almond-shaped eyes. Pert little nose. Temptingly curved mouth. Something about the way she seemed to disregard him the moment their gazes met drew him in. Maybe it was the old ‘want what you can’t have’ adage. He wasn’t, nor had he ever been, a vain man, but he found himself wanting this woman to notice him.


    Much to his disappointment, she looked away, breaking their momentary connection. He had to remind himself of his reason for being there. To pick up sandwiches for the station. Not to pick up a petite package of sexiness. As if he had any chance of doing so if he’d wanted to. Unlike her friend whose interest was clear, the young woman who had caught his eye wasn’t showing any at all.


    Probably a good thing, seeing as how he wasn’t looking to start anything. He had just gotten out of a relationship. One that had ended for the same reason all his previous ones had. Women liked his being a firefighter in the beginning, but the fantasy quickly wore off when they had to deal with his work schedule and the risks that came along with his chosen profession. They all tried to change him, to convince him to become something he wasn’t. None had ever succeeded. Being a firefighter was a part of who he was and nothing was going to change that.


    “Do you come here often?” the busty blonde asked, her tone deliberately sexy.


    Not often enough, he thought as his gaze dropped down to her friend’s ring finger. Or in this case, ring-less finger. “On occasion.”


    “Well, I guess we might have to stop in here more often. Don’t you agree, Kelsie?” she said, giving her friend a nudge.


    Kelsie? Cole smiled. So that was her name. Different. Pretty.


    The petite redhead swiveled around slowly on her bar stool, her green eyes sweeping over him in a quick glance before focusing on her friend.


    Before ‘Kelsie’ had a chance to reply, the bartender came over. “Hey, Cole.”


    “Billy,” Cole replied with a nod, his gaze still fixed on the fiery haired pixie. “Our order ready?”


    “Give me a sec. I’ll go check.” Turning, he disappeared into the kitchen.


    “Our order?” the blonde repeated with a sigh. “Why are all the good looking ones always taken?”


    “Nanci,” her friend gasped, her beautiful green eyes widening.


    Cole chuckled. “It’s all right.” He didn’t mind the compliment. He just wished it had come from her instead. Hell, he’d settled for even just a hint of interest on her part. Not that he was looking to bring another female into his life. It was more of a male pride thing. “The order’s for the firehouse,” he explained.


    Unable to resist, he did a slow inspection, taking in the cherry red toenails peeking out from the strappy black sandals she wore. Faded blue jeans encased a narrow waist, one he could easily span his hands around. Smooth, creamy skin beckoned his touch from beneath the slender straps of the gauzy black summer top. And that auburn hair... Like the fires he fought it made him hot. The silken strands were clipped up behind her head, but several pieces had worked themselves free to hang in wisps along her face and neck.


    “So you’re a fire fighter?” her friend asked, dragging his attention away from the object of his interest.


    Cole nodded. “Worthington Fire Department.”


    “Do you guys really slide down the fire pole when calls come in?”


    “Sometimes,” he replied with a chuckle. “In fact, mine is one of the few firehouses in Columbus that still has brass poles. So we have the option of taking the stairs to the bay or the pole.”


    Billy returned, placing an oversized carryout bag atop the bar. “All set,” he said, handing Cole the bill.


    He reached down into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out his wallet. Then he pushed two twenties across the bar. “Keep the change.”


    “Big order...big tipper,” Nanci remarked with a playful smile as she reached for her glass. “I’ll bet you-”


    “Don’t even go there,” Kelsie warned, cutting her friend off. He watched as a deep blush stained her cheeks.


    “What?” Nanci asked in feigned innocence. “I was simply going to say that a big boy like him would probably have a really big appetite.”


    He had a pretty good idea where she was heading with that one. And judging by the color in Kelsie’s cheeks he’d lay money on it that it had something to do with sex.


    Grabbing the carryout bag from the counter, he said, “I’d better get this food back to the firehouse before they send a search party out to find me.”


    He wasn’t certain, but he could have sworn he detected a hint of a smile playing at the corners of the China doll’s glossy lips. Ah, progress.


    “Maybe we’ll see you around sometime,” the blonde said in a voice that was almost as bouncy as other parts of her.


    He wasn’t sure if the ‘we’ she was referring to was her and her friend, or her and her breasts. “Maybe so.”


    “Just in case,” she said with a smile, “I’m Nanci with an ‘I’ and this is my friend Kelsie with a slight case of post-divorce man avoidance tendencies.”


    He barely managed to get out of the way as the drink her guy-shy friend had just taken exploded from her lips in a shower of red. She tried to talk, no doubt to apologize, but ended up in a coughing fit that had him tossing his carryout bag back onto the counter and moving in to help her.


    Taking the drink from her hand, he set it on the bar beside the bag and then patted her lightly on the back until the coughing fit passed. “You okay?”


    “Y...yes,” she managed to get out. She looked up at him, her green eyes watering. “Wrong pipe.”


    Her friend passed her a napkin, then in melodramatic fashion said, “I was just trying to point out that you are usually a very warm, welcoming person. Wouldn’t want you two to start off on the wrong foot.” Her gaze slid down the length of him and her smile widened. “You’re lucky he was here to come to your rescue. If you had passed out, he’s certified to give mouth to mouth.”


    “Then he’d better stick around, because you’re going to need reviving after I finish strangling you,” the petite red-head muttered as she attempted to wipe the specks of wine cooler spray from her shirt and jeans.


    He gave a husky laugh at her unexpected response. It appeared the little China doll wasn’t nearly as fragile as her petite-stature led one to believe. That’s would teach him not to judge a book by its cover.


    “I hate to break it to you,” he said with a grin, “but murdering your friend isn’t the best way to keep you on the good side of the law.”


    She sighed softly. “I suppose you’re right. I guess I’ll let her live for now. I’ll just cut out her tongue instead.”


    He arched a questioning brow.


    “She’s kidding,” Nanci said, not the least bit intimidated by her friend’s threats.


    “Umm, I think I’m fine now,” Kelsie said stiffly.


    He looked down at her. “What?”


    “Rescue complete,” she said, glancing at the arm still wrapped around her back.


    He smiled. “Well, if you’re sure you won’t be needing mouth to mouth...”


    “I’m sure.”


    Grinning, he let his arm fall away. “Then I’ll be getting these sandwiches back to the station.” Retrieving his order once more from the counter, he nodded. “Ladies.”


    


    Kelsie tried not to watch him go, but his backside proved to be a serious eye magnet. Damn it anyhow. In fact, she hadn’t found one thing wrong with him. Definitely the kind of man she wanted to avoid.


    Nanci jumped off the bar stool and grabbed for Kelsie’s hand, putting it to her throat.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Strangle me,” her friend ordered. “Quick!”


    “What?”


    “I want mouth to mouth.” She pointed to the door as it closed behind the departing fireman. “From him.”


    “You want mouth to everything,” Kelsie declared as she shrugged free of her friend’s desperate grasp. People were staring.


    “I certainly wouldn’t complain.” Sighing, Nanci returned to her seat at the bar. “But he wasn’t interested in what I had to offer anyway. He wanted you.”


    Kelsie’s head snapped around. “Me?”


    Her friend laughed. “The man couldn’t take his eyes off you.”


    She didn’t want to hear this. “You’re crazy.”


    “I don’t think so,” Nanci replied, all sunshine and smiles. “I saw how he was looking at you.”


    She tried hard not to think about the dark eyes that had stared so intently into hers a few moments before. “I doubt he could see much of anything past the breasts you were shoving in his face.”


    “My breasts might as well have been invisible for all the good they did me tonight.” She paused to flash a flirtatious smile at the bartender who stood watching her from the far end of the bar.


    Grinning, Kelsie nudged her friend. “Looks to me like someone noticed them.”


    “He is kind of cute, isn’t he? And he’s single.”


    “He is?”


    “I didn’t see a ring on his finger when he...” Nanci stopped her dreamy muttering and turned back to Kelsie, tsk tsk-ing as she did so. “Nice try.”


    “What are you talking about?” she asked innocently.


    “You know damn well what I’m talking about. I’m referring to your trying to divert our conversation away from your non-existent love life.”


    “Boy, it’s hard to get anything past you,” Kelsie replied in a playfully sarcastic tone.


    “And don’t you forget it.”


    She reached for her wine cooler. “Well, I’m not here to find a man, so let it go.”


    “Fine. But I have half a mind to tell your mother about the hunk you let get away.” Nanci pressed a hot pink nail to her chin. “Let’s see... Which station was it ‘Cole’ worked at again? Hmm...Worthington Fire Department, wasn’t it?”


    If her mother had even the tiniest inkling a man like that was interested in her daughter, she would be introducing herself at the firehouse tomorrow with a tray full of cookies and a Xerox copy of her daughter’s finer qualities. The same list her mother gave every man she wanted to persuade into going on a blind date with her ‘beautiful, young, sure-to-be-fertile daughter’.


    Kelsie shot a warning glance her way. “If you even think about bringing him up to my mother, I really will strangle you. And I promise you the guy I get to revive you wouldn’t even qualify for a dog calendar.”


    “Fireman?” Nanci asked with feigned ignorance and a smile. “What fireman? See, he’s forgotten already.”


    Kelsie glanced toward the door, her heart still racing. If only it were that easy.


    * * *


    Kelsie yawned for about the hundredth time that morning as she ran her brush through her hair. The reflection looking back at her in the bathroom mirror showed tale tell signs of the sleep she hadn’t gotten the night before thanks to Cole the fire hunk. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d lost that much sleep over a man.


    The way he’d looked at her had made her feel...almost sexy, something she hadn’t felt for a very long time. Why he would even notice her when Nanci was sending out very clear ‘I’m yours for the taking’ signals was beyond her. But the thought of it made her smile.


    The kitchen phone rang, echoing through the tiny apartment. A quick glance at her watch reminded her she was already running late for work. She debated letting the answering machine pick up the call instead. What if it was important?


    Muttering a curse, she tossed her brush onto the bathroom counter and hurried out to answer it. So much for having time to stop and pick up her morning cappuccino on the way into work.


    She glanced down at the caller I.D. before hitting talk. Her mother. Her groan echoed off the kitchen walls. A call before eight a.m. from her mother had the same connotation a red sky in the morning did for sailors. It meant trouble.


    She answered it as she made her way to the fridge. “Hello?”


    “You’re still there,” her mother said excitedly. “I’m so glad I caught you before you left for work.”


    Oh, God, she should have run out the door. She of all people knew what it meant when her mother used that sugary-sweet tone with her. “Look, Mom—” she began as she grabbed a bottle of apple juice from the fridge.


    “Just give me a sec,” her mother said, cutting her off. “I know you have to get to work. I just wanted to call and see what you’re doing this evening. Any plans?”


    Kelsie hesitated, knowing what she wanted to say. She pushed the fridge door shut and twisted the plastic cap on the juice bottle. “No,” she answered with a sigh.


    “I was hoping you’d say that. Well, you do now.”


    “I do?” Damn. Yes was all she’d had to say and this discussion wouldn’t be continuing. What was with her not being able to lie to her mother? It would have only been a small one.


    “Yes. I met the nicest man at Lowe’s last night.”


    “Lowe’s? As in the hardware store?”


    “Where else?” her mother replied as if she visited that kind of a store all the time. “I was thinking-”


    “Mom, I really need to get going.”


    “Okay, I’ll be quick. As I was saying, I was thinking the other day about places to go to find good men. That’s when I realized I’d missed a prime spot for single men who are good with their hands.”


    “So you went to a hardware store?”


    “Home improvement center, honey. There’s a difference.”


    “Mom...” she pleaded.


    “I know what you’re thinking, but you really need to give this young man a chance. You never know when you’re going to meet Mr. Right.”


    Try never.


    “Forget it, Mom. I’m still getting over the last blind date you fixed me up with. Mr. Muscle Car. You remember him, don’t you?”


    “Sorry about that. He seemed so nice when I was talking to him.”


    “You met the guy when he changed your oil, which means he was under your hood for most of the ten minutes you were with him.”


    “Okay, so we didn’t talk much. He had a nice smile,” her mother said in her own defense. “I know how important that is to you, being a hygienist and all.”


    “Kyle had a nice smile,” she told her mother. “And he turned out to be a slithering snake.”


    “This one’s better. I swear. His name is Cornelius.”


    Cornelius? It wasn’t exactly the kind of name she could envision herself crying out in the throes of passion. Not that her life had any of that going on lately.


    No doubt afraid she was losing her daughter’s interest, Melinda Collins quickly added, “Cornelius is an accountant for The Limited’s corporate office here in Columbus. That means he’s financially stable.”


    Kelsie slung her purse over her shoulder and dug for her keys. “Money isn’t everything.”


    “Don’t worry. I’ve already done a background check on him on the internet. Oh and did I mention that he still has all his hair.”


    “Mom...”


    Then it came. That long moment of silence meant to guilt children into doing their parent’s bidding. And sure enough, she was caving. Her mother had given up so much in her life to raise her alone. What was one more blind date? Besides, there was still research to be had for her dating survival guide.


    “Fine. I’ll do it. What time?”


    “Seven o’clock. And dress casual. He mentioned something about taking you rollerblading.”


    “Rollerblading?” she shrieked. “I’ve never been on in-line skates in my life.”


    “Guess you’ll have to hold on to your date’s arm really tight then. Have fun!”


    “Mom—”


    There was a resounding click on the other end of the line, followed by the hum of a dial tone as her mother made her escape the cowardly way.


    Kelsie returned the phone to its cradle and muttered a colorful array of curses as she hurried out the door to work. She’d done it again; let her mother talk her into suffering through what was pretty much guaranteed to be another bad date. This time with a man named Cornelius.


    * * *


    “Cornelius?” Nanci snorted as she followed Kelsie in through the back entrance of the Victorian two-story that had been converted into a state-of-the-art cosmetic dental office. The door hadn’t even closed behind them before Nanci dissolved into an uncontrollable fit of the giggles.


    “Don’t start,” Kelsie warned as they made their way to the front desk where their patient files for the day awaited them. “I’m having caffeine withdrawal right now.”


    “Whose fault is that?”


    “I know. I never should have answered the phone.”


    “Don’t be too hard on yourself. You and I both know that your mom would have just come by here to tell you if she hadn’t of reached you this morning.”


    She shook her head with a frown. “I love my mother, but sometimes she can really drive me crazy.”


    “Morning, girls,” Dr. Andy greeted with a bright, dentistry-perfected smile as he stepped from his office, finishing off what was left of a multi-grain bagel smothered in strawberry jam. His usual morning indulgence.


    “Good morning,” Nanci chirped.


    “Morning,” Kelsie said, leaving off the ‘good’ because hers had been anything but.


    He pointed down the hall. “There’s a fresh pot of coffee in the break room.”


    “You made it?” Nanci said in surprise.


    He laughed. “Don’t sound so shocked.”


    “You’re a lifesaver,” Kelsie replied with a grateful smile. “I could really use the caffeine today.”


    He walked over to the sink to wash his hands. “I take it your mom’s been playing matchmaker again?”


    “You guessed right,” her friend answered for her.


    Kelsie pulled her hair back into a ponytail. “Don’t remind me,” she told them as she twisted the ponytail holder around the gathered strands.


    “I feel for you,” Dr. Andy admitted as he dried his hands.


    “Thanks.” Everyone in the office knew about her mother’s determination to help her find Mr. Perfect, a man who didn’t exist.


    “Don’t feel too bad for her,” Nanci announced with a grin. “She has a hot date tonight with a man named after a famous movie star.”


    Kelsie looked at her friend questioningly.


    “Movie ape,” Nanci corrected.


    Dr. Andy’s gaze shifted her direction. “What?”


    Kelsie released a long sigh. “His name is Cornelius. What could his parents have been thinking?”


    “Must have been fans of Planet of the Apes,” Nanci said with a grin.


    “Some friend you are,” she said with a frown, “reveling in my misery.”


    “Ah, come on, Kels,” her friend replied. “You know my heart goes out to you.” The sincerity of her friend’s words was quickly diminished by the snort of laughter that followed them.


    “Gee, thanks,”


    “Just think,” Dr. Andy added, his toothy grin widening, “if you end up marrying this guy, his pet name can be Corny and the two of you can have lots of little niblets together.”


    So much for sympathy.


    “And to think you gave up the chance at fame on the comedy circuit to pursue dentistry,” she called out as he walked away. Dr. Andy disappeared into his office, closing the door behind him.


    She turned to Nanci. “I’m so glad you two get so much enjoyment from my misery.”


    “Don’t mention it,” she replied as she pulled her rainbow-print uniform top on over her shirt. “That’s what friends are for.”


    “I wasn’t thanking you for being a pain in my ass.” Kelsie reached for her work smock that hung from one of several brass hooks by the office door. Shoving her arms into the sleeves, she added, “I suppose this is what I get for being dumb enough to answer my mother’s call this morning.”


    Both women scooped up their stack of patient charts for the day and then headed over to grab a handful of individually wrapped toothbrushes from the supply cabinet.


    “I have to admit I’m a little surprised you did,” Nanci said. “I would’ve thought you’d know better by now.”


    “Yeah, but like you said she would have hunted me down anyway. Can you believe my mother actually told this guy I would go in-line skating with him?”


    Her friend’s head snapped around. “She did what?”


    “That was my reaction, too. I mean we’re talking me here. Her daughter with two left feet. No doubt about it, I’m going to break my neck.” She started in the direction of her room.


    “Or at the very least a leg,” her friend called out behind her.


    Kelsie froze mid-step as Nanci’s words settled into her sleep deprived mind. Break a leg. That was it! If she broke her leg that would guarantee an early end to her skate date...


    She shook her head. What was she thinking? Okay, she’d clearly moved into desperation mode. She could only blame her thoughts on a shortage of sleep combined with a lack of caffeine in her system that morning. She had to consider the pain factor involved with a broken limb. Especially since she was not one that dealt well with pain, mental or physical.


    After depositing her stack of charts into the plastic holder on the wall, she walked over and hung her day’s schedule by the door. Then she made a bee-line for the break room and the freshly brewed coffee that awaited her.


    She grabbed a mug from the cupboard and filled it to the top with coffee. Bringing it to her nose, she took a moment to inhale the rich, caffeine-laden aroma, savoring it before taking a sip. “Mmm.”


    She could feel her mood lifting already. It might have buoyed even higher if it weren’t for her upcoming date with Cornelius. Mug in hand, she made her way back to her room. There had to be some way to get out of this date.


    “Think, Kelsie,” she muttered to herself. “You’re supposed to be the expert on date escapes.”


    It wasn’t until the end of her work day that it came to her. Maybe she couldn’t ‘break’ a leg. She could, however, pretend to sprain her ankle. Cornelius wouldn’t expect her to continue their skate date if she had an injured ankle.


    A slow smile spread across her face. It was the perfect plan. Now if she could only figure out a way to ‘escape’ her thoughts of a certain hunky firefighter...


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    CHAPTER THREE

  


  
    


    The security


    intercom by the door buzzed, making Kelsie cringe. She walked over to it and pressed the button. “Hello?”


    “Uh, yeah, I’m here for Kelsie,” a male voice replied.


    He didn’t sound all that bad. No nasally whine. No feminine inflection in his voice. “I’ll be down in a sec,” she replied, feeling a lot less enthusiastic than she sounded.


    Grabbing her purse, she stepped out into the hallway and locked her apartment door before heading downstairs. She made her way to the security gate at the apartment complex’s entrance where her blind date waited.


    “Wow,” he exclaimed, giving her the once-over the second she opened the gate. “You’re better than I thought you’d be.”


    You’re not.


    Trying not to laugh as her gaze moved over him in an equally assessing manner, she managed a very forced, hopefully polite smile. What in the world had her mother been thinking when she picked this guy up?


    It wasn’t that she judged men only by their looks, but he was wearing spandex pants for God sake! And it looked like he could pull a rabbit out of the crotch of them.


    Scary.


    Well, there was no need to look any further for Cornelius’ imperfections. He was a bad dresser with the ‘package’ of a porn star.


    Yuck. So not for her.


    She forced her gaze up from what was either a male oddity or a portable pet rabbit and continued to smile at her date. “Um, Cornelius, right?”


    Just when she didn’t think it possible, his smile widened, reaching his three-inch long sideburns. Maybe he was an Elvis fan. “The one and only,” he replied with a slight bow.


    She could only hope there was just one of him. The thought of Cornelius having a twin out there somewhere in the world was more than a little unsettling.


    “I...uh, it’s nice to meet you.” Not.


    “Same here.” He looked around the complex. “Nice place.”


    Yeah, well, don’t get too used to seeing it. You won’t be back.


    “Thanks,” she managed with an inner shudder. The spandex thing was freaking her out. “Look, about our date...”


    “Yeah?”


    “I’m really sorry to make you come all the way here, but this isn’t going to work.”


    Disappointment registered on his face. “Why not?”


    Maybe because you’re wearing ballet pants?


    “Because I don’t have any skates. I would’ve called to tell you, but I didn’t have your number.”


    “Not a problem,” he assured her with a wave of his hand. “Your mother mentioned that you had recently donated your roller blades to a local charity drive.”


    Funny how her mother had failed to mention that little tidbit of information when they’d spoken that morning. Apparently she’d just been teasing her about Cornelius taking her rollerblading.


    She shrugged. “Afraid so.”


    “Not a problem. That’s why I brought these.” His smile widened as he whipped a pair of in-line skates with hot pink laces out from behind his back.


    “Roller blades,” she muttered in shock as she eyed the hot pink laces.


    “Yeah, they’re my sister’s.”


    Thank God. For a moment, she wondered if they were his.


    “Your mother was nice enough to give me your skate size when I inquired. Lucky for us my sister’s feet are small like yours. She let me borrow them for our date.”


    Her mother was going to pay for this one!


    “You didn’t have to go to so much trouble,” she said as she reached for the skates he was holding out to her.


    “It was no trouble. Really. Besides, my sister can’t use them until the cast comes off.”


    “Cast?”


    He nodded. “She broke her arm rollerblading a few weeks ago at our church picnic.”


    Oh, that was reassuring.


    He pushed his glasses further up on the bridge of his nose. “So are you ready to go?”


    No!


    “As ready as I’ll ever be,” she said in resignation, wanting to get this date over with.


    A few minutes later, they were on their way to the Olengtangy Parklands. For what normally would be a short ride, it seemed to go on forever. As did Cornelius’ attempts to impress her with his knowledge of facts and numbers and his financial status. It wasn’t working.


    When they finally reached the park, he practically leapt from the car and raced around to the passenger side to open the door for her.


    At least he was a gentleman.


    “Thank you,” she said. Then her gaze drifted downward. A gentleman in spandex.


    “Something wrong?”


    Her gaze shot up to meet his. “No. I mean yes. What I mean is that I feel like I’m a little overdressed in my jeans.”


    “Don’t worry about it. There’s no dress code for skating here. Besides, you look great.” He grabbed their skates from the back seat of the freshly washed Acura and closed the door. “Take me for instance. I always wear my running pants when I roller blade. They’re both comfortable and breathable.”


    She wasn’t even going to ask what needed to breathe down there. She already knew. It was the rabbit.


    “Give me your purse,” he said, holding out his hand.


    Her eyes widened. Her mother had set her up with a purse snatcher of all things. “There’s only about ten bucks in there.” Taxi fare.


    “I’m sure it’ll be fine in the trunk while we skate.”


    “In your trunk?”


    “Unless you want to wear it. I just thought it would be easier to skate without it.”


    She breathed a sigh of relief. Her date wasn’t a thief, just a porn star look-alike. She handed her purse over to him. “Good idea.”


    He locked it safely in the trunk of his car and then led her over to an empty park bench where they sat down and changed into their skates. Just her luck, they fit.


    “Do you need help up?” Cornelius asked as he stood and pivoted to face her.


    “No, thanks. I’m fine.”


    But her attempt to get to her feet and remain there proved otherwise. Three seat drops onto the park bench, and one aching ass later, she finally succeeded in remaining upright on her skates.


    “Way to go, Kelsie. Way to go,” her date chanted, loud enough to draw several curious looks from passersby.


    Could the evening get any worse? That question was answered a few minutes later when she pretended to twist her ankle. The fall itself hadn’t been planned, but she used it to her advantage, adding a few moans and groans that would have made any Hollywood actress proud.


    Her date turned and skated back to her. “Are you all right?”


    “No,” she gasped. “I twisted my ankle.”


    He knelt down beside her with a worried frown and began untying her skate. “Let’s get this off and have a look.”


    She didn’t want his hands on her, but she wanted out of their date more. So she sat holding her breath while Cornelius removed her skate and examined her ‘injured’ ankle.


    “It doesn’t appear to be swelling...”


    “Uh, well, I’m lucky that way. I come from a long line of non-swellers.”


    He looked up at her questioningly.


    “Good genetics,” she explained with a sweet smile. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. I just need to go home and prop it up for a while.”


    “Good genetics or not, I wouldn’t feel right just taking you home without having your ankle checked out first.”


    And that was that. Cornelius helped her back to his car and then grabbed her purse from the trunk, handing it to her.


    That’s what she got for being such a good actress. She’d been so convincing that her date made a bee-line for the emergency room at Riverside Methodist Hospital.


    “Wait here,” he said as they pulled up to the emergency room curb. “I’ll go in and get a wheelchair.”


    The second he disappeared through the emergency room doors, She snatched her cell phone out of her purse and dialed Nanci.


    “Hello?”


    “My mother is soooo dead.”


    “Kelsie?”


    “Yes.”


    “Where are you?”


    She glanced toward the emergency room’s entrance with a frown. “I’m at Riverside Methodist.”


    Her friend gasped. “As in hospital?”


    “Yes.”


    “Oh my God, you really did break a leg!”


    “No. I pretended to sprain my ankle to end the date early. Only Cornelius insisted on bringing me here instead. Now what do I do?”


    “Looks like the only thing you can do is keep on pretending.”


    “Damn, here he comes with a wheelchair. I’ve got to go.”


    “Good luck!” her friend called out as Kelsie snapped the phone shut and shoved it back into her purse.


    A second later, the passenger door opened and her date popped his head inside. “Need help getting out?”


    “No, I think I can manage.”


    She slung her purse over her shoulder and then scooted onto the wheelchair with a frown. Here she was, queen of date escapes, and she couldn’t think of any way to get out of this mess she’d gotten herself into. Other than the truth, which she wasn’t about to use and hurt Cornelius’ feelings.


    Thankfully the waiting room was packed, guaranteeing them a very long stay. Maybe, just maybe, her date would decide the wait wasn’t worth it and take her home like she’d asked.


    He didn’t.


    An hour later, she found herself thinking the truth might not be such a bad thing after all. They hadn’t known each other long enough to develop any real feelings for each other. How hard could he take it?


    “I have to tell you,” her date said, turning to face her. “I had my doubts, this being a blind date and all, but despite this little mishap I’ve really had a great time this evening. You’re everything your mother said you were.”


    Had her mother included liar in her list of qualities?


    This whole situation was her mother’s fault.


    “Kelsie?”


    She looked up, following the sound of that deep, husky, all too familiar voice. Sure enough, Nanci’s ‘calendar hunk’ from Casey’s Bar and Grill was making his way across the waiting room toward her. Only this time he was in full uniform and looking incredibly hot.


    “Cole?”


    


    She remembered his name. That kicked Cole’s pulse up a notch and he might very well have grinned with pleasure were he not concerned about why she was sitting in the emergency room in a wheelchair.


    “What happened?” he asked with a worried frown.


    The man seated next to her jumped into the conversation. “She twisted her ankle while we were rollerblading.”


    Cole looked to her questioningly. “Rollerblading?


    She turned to the man beside her. “Cole’s a fire fighter with the Worthington Fire Department. He knows how dangerous in-line skating can be.”


    She was right. He’d seen firsthand the injuries caused by in-line skating accidents.


    “I stopped rollerblading when Cole and I were dating,” she continued with a glance in his direction.


    He looked down at her, his brows drawing together in confusion. “What?”


    She pushed out of the wheelchair and rose up, balancing on one foot as she wrapped her arms around his neck. “I’m so glad you’re here.”


    He glanced past the woman who had besieged his thoughts all day to the man who had accompanied her there. “Did she hit her head when she fell?”


    “No. Most of the falls she took were on her a-. Uh, I mean her backside.”


    “Play along,” she whispered in his ear, the feel of which wreaked havoc on Cole’s senses. “I’ve missed you so much,” she said much louder, following that up with a sniffle.


    He was a trained professional. He’d be willing to bet money there wasn’t a damn thing wrong with her ankle. Not after he’d seen the way she’d shot up out of the wheelchair to greet him.


    “I’ve missed you, too,” he replied with a grin, wrapping his arms possessively about her tiny waist. He had no idea what was going on there, but he wasn’t going to refuse the chance to hold her after fantasizing about it all night long.


    “Cole Maxwell,” he said, letting one hand leave Kelsie long enough to reach down and shake the other man’s hand.


    “Cornelius Benson.”


    “What are you doing here?” she asked as she clung to him.


    “I suffered some smoke inhalation during a run today and had to be checked out.”


    “Are you alright?” she asked, her expression one of genuine concern.


    “I’ll live.” He ran a splayed hand up and down her back and smiled. “And holding you in my arms makes me feel a whole lot better.”


    “Don’t get too comfortable,” she whispered, her lips brushing his ear. Then she raised her voice again with dramatic flair. “It feels so good to be in them again. Better than I remember. I know what I said before about the two of us, but I was wrong.”


    “You were?” He had no idea what kind of game she was playing, but he was off-duty now. Might as well play along and see what the little spitfire was up to.


    She loosened her hold on him and leaned back, looking up at him with those beautiful green eyes. “Yes. Seeing you again made me realize how much I need to be with you, to share your life, to have your children.”


    Have his children?


    He fought the urge to grin. This woman was either certifiably nuts or on a mission.


    “Aren’t you going to say anything?” She fluttered her cinnamon lashes, a hint of mischief twinkling in those green orbs. “Oh, never mind. There’s no need for words.” She kissed him instead.


    The unexpected kiss had Cole rocking back on his heels. Damn.


    “Uh, Kelsie...” her spectacled companion muttered, clearing his throat.


    She ended the kiss and turned to him with a gasp. “Oh, Cornelius. I’m so sorry. I...that is, we...”


    “It’s all right,” the other man said with a sigh. “I understand.”


    “When I agreed to go out with you, I thought I was over Cole. But now, after seeing him again, I know I’m not. Please tell me you understand.”


    Her date shrugged with a forced smile. “Hey, you can’t win ‘em all.”


    Cole watched the scene with interest. She was good. He’d give her that. But women like her were dangerous to a man’s heart. The kind he was determined to steer clear of.


    “I appreciate your bringing me here,” she said with a warm smile. “But there’s no need for you to wait around. Cole can take me home.”


    He could?


    He wondered if the ‘home’ she was referring to was her place or his, because after the kiss she’d just laid on him he was thinking she’d look pretty damn good draped across his bed.


    So much for steering clear.


    Her date rose from the waiting room chair. “If you’re sure.”


    “I am,” she told him, her flushed cheeks making Cole wonder if it was from the kiss they’d shared or from her lying.


    Or both.


    Her date straightened and met Cole’s gaze. “She’s all yours.”


    I wish.


    That thought struck him like a bag of bricks. No woman had ever gotten to him this bad. What was he thinking? He didn’t wish for that. Hell, he had enough trouble with normal women. And this one was crazy with a capital ‘C’.


    He released the little China doll so fast she stumbled back several steps. “You’d best stop putting pressure on that ankle until they’ve had a chance to x-ray it.”


    Her green eyes looked up at him in confusion. “What?”


    He nodded in the direction of her dainty feet.


    “Oh,” she said with a gasp, immediately shifting into what looked to be a rather awkward stork stance. Fighting to keep her balance, she finally gave in and dropped back down into the wheelchair.


    Her poor befuddled date groaned. “I really hope your ankle’s alright.”


    Cole placed his hand on the back of her wheelchair. “Something tells me she’s going to be just fine. My little Cupcake here is pretty resilient.”


    She looked up at him with what he knew to be a forced smile. “You know me so well, Stud Muffin.”


    The corners of his mouth twitched. Stud Muffin, huh?


    Her date pulled his keys from the waistband of his spandex pants. “Well, I can see you’re in good hands. Thanks again for a fun evening.”


    “Sorry it had to end this way,” she replied. “Thank you for bringing me here.”


    “It’s the least I could do.” He paused as he walked by Cole. “You’re a lucky man.”


    Cole shook his head as the spandex-clad man walked away. Spandex? Really? He stepped around the wheelchair and stood, arms folded, looking down at Kelsie. “Stud muffin?”


    She looked up at him, her dainty chin thrust defiantly up in the air. “Little Cupcake?”


    He caught her by the hand and pulled her to her feet. “Come on.”


    “W...what are you doing?” she stammered as she grabbed for her purse.


    “I’m returning this wheelchair to the desk for patients who really need it.” He pushed it one handed through the waiting area, hauling her along behind him as he went. After that was taken care of, he led her toward the front doors.


    


    The automatic hospital doors parted as her hunky firefighter rescuer towed her outside behind him.


    “Where are we going?” Kelsie demanded, a part of her hoping he would say was he was taking her back to his place to play hide the fire truck.


    “I’m taking you home.”


    Okay, that worked too.


    “I’m keeping my word,” he added, pulling her from her fireman fantasy.


    “Your word?”


    He slowed his step to bring her up alongside of him. “That’s right. I told your date I would make sure you got home alright. We wouldn’t want you to twist that ankle again hobbling home on your own.” Amusement lit his dark brown eyes.


    “Stop looking at me that way,” she said with a frown. “I’ll have you know I did fall. Several times as a matter of fact. I really could have broken something.”


    “Your butt from the sound of things.”


    Her cheeks heated up with embarrassment as they crossed the nearly full parking lot. “So I can’t roller blade. Sue me. This whole thing is my mother’s fault anyway.”


    He stopped beside a shiny black Ford pickup and fished his keys out of his pants pocket. “Are you sure you didn’t land on your head one of those times you fell? Because, if not, I’m wondering if you aren’t a little off your rocker.”


    “I’m not crazy.” Although her mother was driving her in that direction at high rates of speed. “For your information my mother told Cornelius I could in-line skate when she asked him to go out with me.”


    He opened the passenger door. “And you can’t?”


    She rubbed the backside of her jeans. “My butt says not.”


    “Need me to go in and borrow a hospital pillow for the ride home?”


    “Not necessary,” she assured him with a smile. “I think I can make it home without one.” She stepped up onto the shiny chrome running board. “Nice truck.”


    “Thanks.” He helped her up onto the passenger seat and then lounged against the open door, watching as she fastened her seatbelt. “So does your mother set up all your dates?”


    She studied his chiseled face, searching for something that would give way to imperfection, but damn it, she couldn’t come up with one thing. “She tries to.”


    “Hold that thought.” He straightened and stepped away. Closing the door, he rounded the truck to the driver’s side.


    God help her he even walked sexy. All six foot whatever of lean, mean, firefighting machine. She averted her gaze as he slid behind the wheel and started the engine. The less she looked at Mr. Perfect the better.


    “Okay, where to?”


    “Pardon me?”


    “I need your address to take you home.”


    “Oh.” She hesitated only a moment before giving it to him.


    He nodded. “I know the place.” Throwing the truck into reverse, he backed out of the parking space. “Now where were we?” he said as they pulled out onto Olentangy River Road. “I think it was something about your mother being your social planner.”


    She gave in to the urge to look in the direction of the man who had come to her rescue. “That is definitely an understatement. Ever since my divorce two years ago, my mother’s been determined to help me find that special someone to share my life with.”


    “And the spandex king back there was supposed to be that guy?”


    “I think she’s given up being choosey. It seems to have moved to the level of desperation on her part. Not that he wasn’t a nice guy,” she quickly added. “He just wasn’t for me.”


    “Not into guys in leotards?”


    “Those were athletic pants,” she corrected, not that she hadn’t found Cornelius’ wearing them to their date a bit odd.


    He shook his head with a chuckle. “To each their own I guess.” He turned to look at her, that teasing grin still intact. “So that’s what your little theatrical performance was about back there. You were trying to shirk your blind date obligation.”


    He made her sound so awful. Although it was true she had caused her date to rush her to the emergency room for an ankle injury that didn’t exist.


    “I didn’t want to hurt his feelings by telling him the date was a flop.”


    “I see,” he said, turning his attention back to the road. “I’ll be sure to store that one away in my mental files for my next bad date. Got any more creative escape ideas?”


    He had no idea. It suddenly dawned on her what he’d just said. “You date?”


    “I’m not a monk,” he said with a husky chuckle.


    That wasn’t what she had meant at all. “It’s just that guys like you are usually taken,” she felt the need to explain.


    “Guys like me?”


    She squirmed in her seat and fidgeted with her seatbelt, resisting the urge to blurt out what she really thought. That tall, dark, incredibly hot men in uniform like him were never left on the open market. Women snatched them up like after Christmas clearance items at the mall.


    “Men in uniform,” she explained. “Most of them your age are already taken.”


    That had his head snapping her direction. “My age?”


    She nodded. “Older.”


    “I’m thirty-four. And, for your information, a lot of guys my age are still out there sowing their wild oats.”


    “Are you?” Shoot! How had that gotten past her lips?


    His agitation turned to amusement. “Not at the moment.”


    Smart ass.


    He arched a brow, making her wonder if she had voiced her thoughts aloud.


    She looked away. “Forget I asked.”


    He chuckled. “I’m not seeing anyone. And not planning on doing so anytime soon if that’s what you’re asking.”


    Of all the arrogant... Kelsie twisted beneath the binding restraint of the seat belt to face him. “For your information I wasn’t implying that I’m interested. In fact, I’d never ever date a guy like you.”


    The humor retreated from his eyes. “What is it with you women?”


    “Excuse me?”


    “A guy could die being a garbage man, too.”


    Dying a garbage man? Where in the world had that come from?


    “I’ll have you know that I’m a damn good firefighter,” he continued, not giving her the chance to reply. “I’m well aware of the risks that come with my profession, but I have no intention of giving it up for you or any other woman.”


    Okay, now who was the crazy one?


    “I don’t recall asking you to give anything up for me. I think it’s great that there are men and women like you who are willing to risk their lives for others. I was merely pointing out that you are too perfect to ever consider dating. But after that last outburst...”


    “Too perfect?” he muttered, clearly dumbfounded by her reply.


    She nodded. “Your face, your body, the fact that you’re a caring person. Everything I’m determined to avoid.”


    “That doesn’t make sense.”


    “And your comment about dying a garbage man does?”


    “It does when almost every relationship I’ve had in my past ended because the women couldn’t deal with my being a firefighter.”


    “Then you were dating the wrong women.”


    He studied her for a long moment. “And dating men who are far from perfect isn’t doing the same thing?”


    “I risked my heart once on a man I thought was perfect and that relationship failed miserably. Dating men with flaws keeps me from making that same mistake ever again.”


    “So if I confess to leaving the lid off the toothpaste on occasion does that put me back into your acceptable dating pool?”


    She laughed softly. “Sorry, not a big enough flaw to qualify for my ‘safe to date’ list.”


    “Damn.”


    He had no idea how tempted she was to bend her dating rules. Kelsie bit at her bottom lip to keep from saying something she would undoubtedly regret. Like YES! Turning, she fixed her gaze on the town passing by outside the passenger window and sat in silence the remainder of the way home.


    “I’ll see you to your door,” her rescuer said when they pulled up in front of her apartment building.


    “No,” she blurted out, knowing she would be too tempted to drag him inside with her. And that would be a bad thing. “There’s no need. Thanks for everything.” She threw open the door, needing to get away from the temptation.


    “Kelsie...”


    Run! her panicked mind cried out. But she didn’t heed the warning. Instead, she turned in her seat to face the owner of that sexy voice. Mr. Perfect.


    Cole reached out to cup her chin and lifted her face to his, saying nothing. He didn’t have to. The heat in his eyes said it all as he lowered his mouth to hers. The kiss was slow. Passionate. Dangerously seductive.


    Firemen were supposed to put fires out, not start them. Yet there she was on the verge of going up in lust-induced flames.


    Thankfully, he pulled away, ending the kiss before she gave in to the overwhelming urge to play ‘Pin The Fireman To The Truck Bench’.


    Her mind still dazed from their passionate kiss, she slid bonelessly from the truck. To her chagrin, she dropped her keys twice as she made her way to her front door. Nothing like letting the sexy hunk behind the wheel of the big black truck know just how much his kiss had affected her.


    She glanced back over her shoulder just as the tinted driver’s side window slid down to reveal Cole’s grinning face.


    “See you around, Cupcake!” With that, he drove away, leaving her standing there, her entire body still short-circuiting from his kiss. Irritatingly perfect man!


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    CHAPTER FOUR


    


    Cole was the last of his crew to give up the comfort of his overstuffed recliner and head for the dining area. The station had gotten more than the usual amount of calls that day and all he wanted to do was kick back and relax. But it was Joe Mitchell’s night to cook and the smell of his friend’s famed ‘Smokehouse Chili’ had him picking up his step in anticipation. Joe was unarguably the best cook at the firehouse.


    He paused to shut off the large screen TV, one they used for both recreation and to watch department training videos on, then crossed the open room to the dining area where the rest of his unit had already gathered for their evening meal.


    Hopefully they could get this one in without another call coming in. Just as washing your car had a tendency to bring about rain, mealtime at the firehouse pretty much guaranteed some kind of emergency would arise.


    Conversation around the table quieted the moment he arrived, turning instead into deliberate murmurs and muffled snickers.


    His gaze slid around the table, taking in the toothy grins of his fellow firefighters. What were they up to now? These guys loved a good joke and it was pretty apparent that he was about to be at the receiving end of one of them.


    “Well, well, if it isn’t Hot Lips Maxwell,” the Lieutenant said with a chuckle as he reached across the table for the coffee pot.


    Hot Lips?


    “Excuse me,” he replied, certain he had misunderstood what the Lieutenant had just said.


    “Keeping secrets from us, eh, Maxwell?” another of his crew, one they fondly referred to as Stubby, baited.


    “Not that I’m aware of.” Cole pulled his chair out from under the table and settled into it. These men were his closest friends, more like family. There really were no secrets between them.


    “That’s not how we hear it, Stud Muffin,” Joe stated with a lopsided grin. His reply was followed by the smacking of lips all around the oversized dinner table as the other men blew exaggerated air kisses his way.


    Okay, so maybe he didn’t tell them everything. But somehow they had found out about his brief lapse in common sense. But how? Then it dawned on him. “Kelsie called?”


    “So that’s her name,” the Captain noted with a nod.


    “Sorry to disappoint you, pal,” Joe muttered between chews. “But your lady friend hasn’t called.”


    He tried to ignore the quickening of his pulse, set about by the memory of the kiss he’d shared with the feisty little redhead. If Kelsie hadn’t called, there was only one other way the men would know about her. He glanced toward the door. “You mean she’s here?”


    “Boy, do you have it bad,” Joe said with a hearty laugh.


    “I don’t have anything bad,” he argued, his gaze shifting toward the stairs. “So is she down there or not?”


    His best friend shook his head. “Sorry to disappoint you, pal, but your little Cupcake’s not here.”


    He turned his attention back to the men seated around the table. “Then how did you find out about what happened at the hospital?”


    Stubby laughed. “How else? We heard about it through the ‘grapevine’.”


    The ‘grapevine’ being one of the other fire departments. Cole frowned, his excitement waning. He should have known Kelsie wouldn’t have changed her mind about going out with a guy like him. Good old Mr. Perfect.


    If she only knew how wrong her assumption about him was. He had just as many flaws as the next guy. Maybe more.


    He reached for the ladle and scooped a heaping spoonful of chili into his bowl. “I don’t know what you guys heard, but it’s not what you think.”


    Joe pulled a handful of saltine crackers from one of the open packages scattered about the table. “Then what is it? One of the guys from Station 24 saw you in Riverside’s emergency room a few days ago. And the way he tells it there was some sexy little redhead clinging to you and cooing sweet nothings into your ear.”


    His first thought was to deny it, but how could he? Kelsie had been muttering sweet nothings. Not that she’d meant any of them, but she’d said them all the same.


    “I’m not going to discuss it.” There, that was simple enough.


    Only Joe wasn’t ready to let it go. “Thought you were going to steer clear of relationships after your breakup with what’s-her-face.”


    “Melanie,” Cole managed, despite being distracted by thoughts of another female, a certain spunky one with a sense of logic that made absolutely no sense to him whatsoever. The little China doll that had nearly knocked his socks off when she returned his kiss in the front seat of his Ford F250.


    “Don’t you mean Melissa?” Stubby promptly corrected with a chuckle.


    Cole frowned. He was usually pretty good with names, but all the other women from his past seemed to have faded from his mind.


    “So give, Maxwell,” the Lieutenant demanded. “Who’s this mystery woman? Uh, Cupcake, isn’t it?”


    He felt the heat creep up beneath the open collar of his uniform shirt. How had he managed to end up in this situation? Wrong place – wrong time. Then he thought about the kiss he and Kelsie had shared and decided there was nothing ‘wrong’ about it. In fact, it had felt pretty damn right.


    “She’s no one,” he told the men watching him from around the table. “Just someone I helped out when she needed it.”


    Joe laughed. “Helped her how? By giving her mouth to mouth?”


    “Hey, she kissed me,” he clarified.


    The crew’s boisterous laughter followed.


    He released a long sigh as he glanced around at the smirking faces of his friends. “All right, here’s what happened. I met Kelsie the night I picked up our dinner order from Casey’s. It was just a hello, nothing more. Then I ran into her again at Riverside. She was trying to get out of a bad date situation and I agreed to help her out.”


    “Makes sense to me,” the Captain said as he slathered butter across a thick slice of French bread. “I always take my dates to the emergency room.”


    The laughter that followed had Cole clenching his teeth. He couldn’t blame them for not believing him. But they didn’t know Kelsie. If they did, it would all make perfect sense to them. Not that he knew her very well, either. Except that she was stubborn and sexy and full of surprises...


    “So are you going to see her again?” Nate, one of the Medic crew asked with a wide grin.


    He shook his head, unable to keep the frown from his face. “No.”


    “Why not?” several of the men asked in unison.


    He considered refusing to answer, but knew they wouldn’t give up until he did. “Because she won’t go out with me,” he said with a deepening frown.


    His admission successfully brought an immediate end to the laughter. His friends sat there staring at him with stunned expressions all because some woman had turned him down.


    Okay, so it was a first. Not that he considered himself a super stud or anything, but he’d certainly never found himself in this situation before.


    “Apparently I’m too ‘perfect’,” he muttered, figuring he might as well put it all out there.


    Joe choked on the spoonful of chili he’d just shoved into his mouth. “Come again,” he rasped, eyes watering.


    “Perfect?” Stubby repeated.


    He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Her words, not mine. Kelsie said she can’t go out with me because there’s nothing wrong with me.”


    “That what she thinks,” Joe muttered beside him.


    His best friend knew him better than anyone. If it were possible, Cole would have had Joe vouch for his imperfections, but it was obvious Kelsie had already made up her mind where their ever going out was concerned.


    The Lieutenant leaned forward to rest his folded arms on the edge of the table. “I know I’ve been married for a long time, but I had no idea that dating has changed so much. Are you telling me that women actually want men with flaws nowadays?”


    “Only this one,” Cole muttered. Then he went on to explain her reasoning behind her dud-dating policy. “So it looks like I’m out of the running.”


    “Says who?” Joe countered.


    “The woman herself,” Cole was quick to remind him.


    “Look, if you’re as interested in her as I think you are, you’ll just have to find some way to prove to her you’re not as perfect as she thinks you are.”


    Before he had a chance to contemplate his friend’s suggestion, the alarm sounded, calling out Ladder, Rescue and Medic.


    * * *


    Hot. The man was hot. Nanci’s gaze moved down the back of his polo shirt to take in the faded jeans. Nice ass. He turned his cart into the next aisle. She followed. Mr. Hot stopped in the produce aisle and began picking through the Roma tomatoes.


    Time to make her move.


    She started toward him, intent on making intros and getting a date with Mr. Hot. But some other woman beat her there. A very pregnant woman. She took notice of the matching rings on their left hands.


    “Damn.” Mr. Hot had a wife. That made him off limits in her book. She pushed her cart a little faster, moving past the temptation.


    She had just passed the vegetable section when Big Girls Don’t Cry by Fergie rang out on her cell phone. Pulling over next to the nectarine display stand, she grabbed her phone from her purse.


    “Hello?”


    “Hey,” Kelsie replied on the other end.


    “Hey, yourself.” She shifted the phone to her other ear. “You all set for your date?”


    “As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.”


    Her friend didn’t sound too excited and for good reason. The Cornelius fiasco would have made any woman gun-shy when it came to blind dates. At least it had all worked out for Kelsie in the end. She’d been rescued by a hunk. Better yet, she’d been kissed senseless by him, too.


    “Well, good luck. Call me if you need rescuing,” Nanci teased.


    “You can bet I will. So where are you?”


    “Grocery store.”


    “Shopping for men?”


    She laughed. “Some of us choose to be proactive when it comes to our love lives.”


    “Who are you trying to kid? You aren’t looking for love – just sex.”


    “Your point is?”


    “Never mind. Finding any prospects?”


    “I thought I found one,” she said as Mr. Hot and his wife made their way past her. “But he’s already on a leash.”


    “Bummer. So what are you up to tonight?”


    Not what she’d like to be doing. “I rented a couple of chick flicks and plan to kick back with a bottle of cheap wine and fantasize about some movie star hunk licking whipped cream off my naked body.”


    “Want to trade plans for the night?”


    “No way. No how,” she said, shaking her head. “I prefer to choose my own men, thank you very much.”


    “I recall saying the very same thing to you and my mother, yet the two of you keep trying to find men for me.”


    “We’d do anything to see you truly happy again.”


    “Anything?”


    Nanci paused to think about that one. Kelsie was up to something. She just knew it. She sighed, sensing she was going to regret this. “Anything.”


    “Then let me hang with you tonight?”


    “But your date...”


    “Won’t be a problem,” her friend said without hesitation. “I’ll just tell him my best friend is having a personal crisis and needs me.”


    Grinning, Nanci yanked a plastic produce bag from the roller above her and placed a couple of nectarines inside. “Another excuse for your book?”


    “Anything that’ll get me out of this date.”


    She wanted to give in and get her friend off the hook for that night’s date, but knew that doing so wouldn’t help Kelsie out in the long run. It was time to practice some more tough love. “Sorry, chickadee,” she told her. “I’m going to have to change my ‘anything’ to ‘almost anything’. There’s no way I’m going to risk your mother getting mad at me for ruining the date she set up for you.”


    And that was the truth. Having been raised in foster home after foster home, her best friend’s mom was the closest thing to a mother she had ever known. And, while she had to agree Melinda Collins didn’t always choose the right men for her daughter, at least she cared enough to want to see her daughter happy. More than Nanci could say about her own parents who she hadn’t seen since she was twelve.


    “Some friend you are,” Kelsie sighed on the other end of the line.


    “So good that I’m even going to save some wine for you. You can swing by after your date and tell me all about it.”


    “Better save me an entire bottle. Something tells me I’m going to be needing it. I’ll talk to you later.”


    “Have fun,” she told her and then shoved her phone back into her purse. Kelsie needed to let down her guard, at least a little, and start enjoying life again. Her friend had practically shut down since the divorce when it came to men and she couldn’t help but be worried about her.


    Thus, the reason she and Kelsie’s mother came up with their plan to fix Kelsie up with bad dates in the hopes she’d get tired of all the duds and start looking on her own for a good one. She hadn’t. Instead, she’d started writing her book on date escapes.


    Nanci curled her fingers around the handle of her shopping cart and gave it a shove, starting off down the aisle. Kelsie might be stubborn, but she was a hell of a lot more stubborn. She would see to it that her best friend got past what her asshole of an ex had done to her. Somewhere out there was a man who was everything her best friend deserved, a man who could knock her Kelsie off balance with just a kiss. A man like Cole Maxwell.


    * * *


    Kelsie checked her watch for about the fifth time and then glanced across the dimly lit restaurant/lounge she had agreed to meet her mother’s latest matchmaking attempt at. The place, once a steak house, had just re-opened a week or so before and had been renamed A LITTLE SPICE. She hoped that meant they served Italian – her favorite. It would make up for her having to sit there alone waiting for a date she really didn’t want to be on.


    She and her blind date, a jeweler her mother had crossed paths with, were originally supposed to meet at Fridays, but he had called an hour before to tell her he was running late and suggested they meet at A LITTLE SPICE since it was more centrally located. That worked for her. It had been years since she’d been there and she was looking forward to seeing if the food at the new place would be as good as it had been under the previous owners.


    Another glance at her watch had her wondering if her blind date had changed his mind about going out with her. Could she be so lucky? Either way, she was giving him five more minutes before she walked out and made her way over to Nanci’s to watch chick flicks and drink cheap wine.


    So caught up in watching the door, it wasn’t until that moment that she noticed the scantily clad women moving about the candlelit room, serving drinks to the customers. Most of whom she realized were men.


    The men had their eyes trained on a long wooden stage behind the bar. No doubt waiting for the entertainment her ‘date’ had made mention of on the phone when he’d called to switch meeting places. She’d assumed it was a band, but there was no equipment set up on the stage.


    Her growing unease intensified the second she caught sight of the shiny brass pole that ran from one of the wooden beams on the ceiling to the center of the stage below.


    A stripper pole? The thought had no sooner formed in her mind when music began to play from the speakers above. A second later, the thick black curtains above the stage parted and a woman dressed in a red and gold harem outfit belly danced her way out onto the stage.


    Panic set in. “Oh, shit.”


    How had she been so oblivious to her surroundings? No doubt about it, she was seated in some sort of fancy strip club. One the citizens of Worthington would have shut down in no time as soon as word got out about the place being there. The community frowned on these kinds of places big time.


    Her panic turned to anger. What kind of a man would invite a woman to a strip club on their first date? On any date for that matter!


    Kelsie shot to her feet. This was not the kind of show she’d been expecting to see. She grabbed for her purse which was slung over the back of her chair. But before she could make her escape, the front door of the lounge swung open and a short, balding man draped in gold chains walked in.


    He scanned the room, stopping the second he spotted her in the corner by the stairs. A slow smile spread across his rounded face.


    Her mother wouldn’t have. A sick feeling came over her, getting worse with every step the ‘blinged-out’ man made in her direction. He moved with an exaggerated swagger that was as far from sexy as a walk could get.


    “Kelsie, right?”


    Say no.


    Before she could answer, the man gave her a once over and then added with a wolf like whistle, “Your mother’s description didn’t do you justice at all.”


    “Y...you must be Jack.” The jewelry salesman. Her mother failed to mention he walked around with the entire store draped about his thick neck.


    “The one and only.” He circled the table to stand beside the empty chair next to the one she’d just vacated. “I’ve never dated a redhead before, but I hear they’re pretty hot.”


    “Not all redheads,” she countered, having no desire to be considered hot by this strip club gigolo. “I’m really pretty boring.”


    He settled into the empty chair and slung a beefy arm over the back of hers. “I beg to differ. Boring women don’t venture into strip clubs.”


    Unless they didn’t know what the place was until they were already inside. She thought the restaurant’s name, A Little Spice, referred to the food it served there, not the women.


    “I’ll bet you’re a real wildcat in bed,” her date surmised with what she could only assume was suppose to be a sexy wriggle of his uni-brow.


    She wasn’t even going to go there. If it weren’t for her determination to finish her dating survival guide and her love for her mother, she would have stopped going on these disaster dates her mother and Nanci were constantly setting her up on. This had to be her mother’s worse matchmaking attempt yet. And there had been a lot of really bad ones to compare it to.


    “Excuse me,” she said, preparing for her escape.


    “Where are you going?”


    “I, uh, need to freshen up.” Or puke. This guy was giving her the creeps. She took the closest route of escape – the stairs.


    “Hurry back, Red,” he called after her.


    “You can count on it,” she said with a forced smile.


    Turning, she raced up the stairs, relieved to find she had the ladies room all to herself. Not that she should be surprised. The only women in the place, other than herself, were those employed by the lounge. And they were all busy downstairs working their tables. Or the stage.


    If anyone she knew had seen her come into this place, she was going to die of embarrassment. It had looked so normal and restaurant-like on the outside. The dilemma now was how to get out of there without being seen. Jack was just sleazy enough to be the kind of guy who would follow her home in hopes of getting ‘lucky’ with a redhead.


    No way was she taking that chance. Maybe she could just stay in the ladies room until the club was ready to close. Then again, her date was just sleazy enough to come into the restroom to find her. Scratch that idea.


    “Come on, Kelsie, think,” she muttered anxiously.


    A gentle breeze drifted in through the open window beside her, spurring an idea. She stepped over to it, smiling when she saw the sprawling oak branches nestled against the backside of the building. This was it. The perfect escape.


    No need to try and slip past her date downstairs. No worry about being seen by any passersby while leaving what had turned out to be a flesh palace. She could just climb down the tree outside and go have that bottle of wine Nanci had promised to save for her.


    She hurried to remove the window screen, setting it against the wall below the sash. Then she slipped off her heels and dropped them out the window, watching as they landed safely on the grass below. Climbing down would be much easier to do barefoot. Not to mention faster.


    She secured her purse over her shoulder before climbing up onto the window ledge. Thankfully, she had chosen to wear her good jeans to dinner that night. Descending a tree in a skirt wouldn't have been an easy feat. But considering what awaited her downstairs, she would have made the climb anyway.


    Choosing the sturdier of the two limbs by the window, she backed out onto it, hugging it tight as she began her descent. Legs locked securely around the branch, Kelsie smiled as she scooted backwards. This truly was the perfect date escape.


    Or maybe not. Halfway across the limb, her plan hit a snag.


    Literally.


    * * *


    Not even five minutes after she’d called Nanci from her cell phone to plead for help, her friend was there. Thank goodness she’d been able to reach her. She’d hate to have had to call her mother for help instead.


    “That was fast,” Kelsie told her as she looked down from the branch she was clinging to.


    Nanci stood staring up at her from the base of the tree, arms crossed in a not-so-happy fashion, Kelsie’s discarded heels dangling from her extended fingertips. “Lucky for you I live so close and, more importantly, that I wasn’t on a date.”


    “Believe me, I’ve already told myself that.”


    “What I can’t believe is that you’re really stuck in a tree. I’m telling you, Kelsie, you’re going to get yourself killed writing that damn book of yours.”


    She was in no position to argue at that moment. Not that Nanci was about to let her get a word in edgewise anyway.


    “Climbing out of a second story window onto a tree,” her best friend continued to rant below her. “What in the hell were you thinking?”


    “I told you why I did this when I called you for help. I know it was a crazy thing to do, but I had no choice,” she replied in her own defense.


    “Now that I see how high up you are in person, I think I would have chosen to be stalked by Gold Boy instead.”


    “Not if you’d spent two seconds with him. Besides, I climbed a lot of trees growing up. This one isn’t any different.”


    “Except for the fact that you’re not climbing up or down it,” Nanci was quick to point out. “You’re stuck!”


    “For your information Operation: Date Escape is going to help a lot of women.”


    “Help them do what? Break their necks?”


    “I’ll admit this escape has some flaws that still need worked out, but I’d really prefer to work on them down there.” She pointed to the ground.


    Her friend clicked her tongue. “I should leave you up there just to teach you a lesson.”


    “Nanci,” she pleaded with a nervous glance up at the strip club’s open window.


    “Help is on the way. Just hang on.”


    As if she had a choice. Not when a spiny branch held the lacy back of her new blouse hostage. So far, any attempt to free herself had resulted in the sound of tearing, not to mention the strain it put on the buttons at the front of the delicate emerald green blouse she’d worn. One had already popped free, exposing more of her Victoria’s Secret assisted cleavage than she cared to share with the world. Dialing her cell phone had been hard enough. Attempting to rebutton her top was out of the question.


    “This is so embarrassing,” she groaned.


    Her friend’s frown gave way to a smile. “I suppose there is a good side to this.”


    “And that would be?”


    “The fact that it’s dusk.”


    “What’s so great about that?”


    “It means you’re less noticeable up there. Another positive is that you chose a tree behind the strip club to climb down instead of one on the main street.”


    “I wouldn’t be that stupid.” Then again, she was dangling from a tree just outside of A Little Spice’s second floor ladies restroom. It didn’t get much worse than that.


    “I’m biting my tongue down here. You do realize that, don’t you?”


    “Smart girl,” she said, shifting slightly to get a better view of her friend through the finger-like branches. “Now which guy from your little black book is coming to our rescue?”


    “Your rescue,” her friend corrected as she peered up at her. “And the answer to your question would be none.”


    “What do you mean?” Kelsie’s hands ached from holding on so tight, as did her inner thighs, which were locked in a death grip around the branch beneath her. “You just said help is on the way.”


    “It is. I called 911.”


    Nanci’s announcement nearly had her toppling off the branch she was straddling. “You didn’t.”


    Silence.


    “Nanci, please tell me you didn’t.”


    “I did. Hmm...I wonder if Stud Muffin’s on duty.”


    Kelsie spewed out threats of murder, but they were drowned out by the whining of sirens as two fire trucks, a red car with a flashing light on its roof and an ambulance flew single file up the narrow alleyway, coming to a stop at the edge of the porno restaurant’s backyard.


    “Oh, hell.” Kelsie hung her head, resting her brow on the limb she was draped over. Please, God, don’t let Cole Maxwell be working today.


    

  


  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    


    “More exciting than a cat I suppose,” Joe muttered to Cole as they pulled up behind A Little Spice.


    “I can’t believe we had to cut dinner short again to rescue some woman who got herself stuck in a tree.”


    “Tell me about it.”


    He looked toward the building. “What’s she doing up in that tree anyway?”


    Joe shrugged. “I’ve seen stranger.”


    True.


    Cole glanced out the ladder truck’s freshly washed window and caught sight of a tall, slender woman standing in the shadows cast by a large oak tree.


    “Maybe it’s a publicity stunt for the new strip club,” Stubby said over the headset from the back seat of the vehicle.


    “Strip club?” Joe repeated.


    “Not that I’ve been in it,” Stubby said in his own defense. “I’ve just heard rumors that’s what this place is now.”


    “If so, a publicity stunt to draw in business wouldn’t surprise me a bit,” Cole replied. “Only one way to find out.” He reached for the passenger door handle.


    The three of them exited the Ladder truck, while the rest of their unit did the same, all making their way over to the woman waiting in the shadows.


    “Hurry,” she called out, waving them over. “My friend’s over here.”


    That voice. There was something very familiar about it. Too familiar.


    Cole stepped around Joe and groaned. Sure enough, it was Nanci with an ‘i’, Kelsie’s friend from the bar and grill. He didn’t even have to look up to know who the woman was in the tree above him.


    “Cole,” Nanci chirped, sounding a lot less frantic than she had when she’d been flagging them over. “I’m so glad you’re on duty.”


    “Must be your lucky night,” he replied.


    “Not hers,” she said. Looking up into the tree, Nanci cupped her hands to her mouth and called out. “Kelsie, your knight in shining armor’s here.”


    There was a muffled groan above him.


    His gaze moved slowly upward and stopped. Sure enough, even in the settling darkness, there was no missing the flame-colored hair catching in the evening breeze. A grin tugged at the corners of his mouth.


    “Kelsie?”


    After a very long pause, she finally replied in a defeated sigh, “Yeah.”


    She didn’t appear to be injured. Despite knowing that, he couldn’t keep the concern from his voice. “Are you alright?”


    “Just perfect.”


    The sarcasm in her tone calmed him enough to have him fighting a grin. “Great. Let’s see what we can do about getting you down.”


    Joe craned his neck to look up. “So that’s your Little Cupcake, huh?”


    Nanci brought a hand to her mouth, muffling her laughter, clearly amused by Cole’s soon-to-be ex-best friend.


    Snickers and snorts erupted from the rest of his crew. Thanks to that big mouth from Station 24, they all knew this was the woman he’d been kissing in the emergency room.


    Cole turned to them, one lone dark brow raised in warning. “Not one word. In case you’ve all forgotten, we’ve got a job to do.” Hell, someone had to maintain a level of professionalism at this call.


    The Lieutenant clasped a firm hand on Cole’s shoulder and said with a grin, “She’s all yours, oh, knight in shining armor.”


    And to think he’d given up Joe’s chili, hot off the stove, for this. He stepped closer to the tree and called out to Kelsie again.


    “Yeah?”


    “Just hold on.”


    “You can count on it.”


    Sort of like how he could count on her being in some sort of predicament every time they crossed paths. People began to gather around to see what all the excitement was about.


    To make matters worse, a news truck pulled up behind the parked emergency vehicles.


    Damn.


    “Clear the area,” he instructed his unit, then turned his attention back to Kelsie. “Can you climb down?” he asked, experience prompting the question.


    Some people had a tendency to panic at the thought of being brought down by someone else and ended up coming down on their own.


    The leaves on the branch Kelsie clung to shuddered as she shifted to peer down at him from over the branch. The look she gave him was nothing short of glaring. “If I could, would I be hanging here in complete humiliation?”


    “Boy, someone’s a little cranky this evening,” Joe muttered.


    Cole gave him a firm jab in the ribs with his elbow.


    “Oh, don’t mind her,” Nanci said, flashing Joe the same flirtatious smile she’d used on Cole that night at Casey’s. Joe had better watch out. “She gets that way once in a while. It’s the red hair.”


    “Can we leave my hair out of this and get me down from here?” Kelsie demanded impatiently, obviously having grown tired of her perch.


    “Hang on,” he calmly instructed. “We’ll have you down before you know it.”


    Joe nodded. “I’ll get the truck, but you’re going up after her. I think she bites.”


    “I heard that!” Kelsie exclaimed, but Joe was already on his way across the yard to get the ladder truck, laughing as he went.


    Cole’s gaze shifted back to the China doll dangling above him. It was hard to remain professional and keep the grin from his face. Rescuing Kelsie from sticky situations seemed to be becoming a habit with him.


    His friend eased the ladder truck up to the rear of the building until it was close enough to the sprawling tree for the bucket to access the branch Kelsie had somehow gotten herself stranded on.


    He signaled for Joe to stop and then climbed up onto the truck, making his way into the bucket at the end off the ladder. Reaching for the control panel, he called out to Kelsie, “I’m on my way. Don’t let go until I tell you to.”


    “Even if I did, this tree has other plans for me,” she told him as he drew near. “My shirt is caught on the branch above me.”


    He raised the bucket, moving in her direction as quickly as he could. There was no telling how long she had been up there and he didn’t want to risk exhaustion causing her to lose her grasp.


    The first thing that greeted him was her shapely, jean-clad backside. Okay, so occasionally the job did have its perks. Grinning, he raised the bucket just a little higher. Sure enough, the lace shirt she wore was pulled taut by several branch tips that had worked their way in through the sheer material.


    “Hooked you good,” he said as he reached out to un-snare her.


    “Tell me about it.”


    “Just give me a sec and I’ll have you free.”


    He maneuvered one branch tip at a time out of the lace, ignoring the chorus of ‘Someday my prince will come...’ ringing out below him.


    Kelsie groaned. “Friends of yours?”


    “Yeah,” he admitted with a shake of his head. Freeing the last bit of lace, he straightened. “They appear to be bonding well with your friend.” Nanci had just joined in with the all-male chorus below.


    “Yeah, well, she’s dead when I get down from here.”


    He glanced down at Joe and his Merry Men in blue. “I might very well be sitting in jail with you.” Turning his attention back to Kelsie, he asked with a grin, “You work here?”


    If looks could kill...


    He chuckled. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist. Let’s get you into the bucket here before the news crew figures out a way to get close enough to snap a picture of you.”


    “News?” she shrieked.


    He nodded. “Just pulled up.”


    “Oh, God. I think I’d rather you just leave me up in this tree.”


    He gave another husky chuckle. “I have no intention of leaving you up here. If you’re worried about the media, you can hide your face in my shirt when I take you down.”


    “Are you always this accommodating?”


    “It depends. Would that make me too perfect?”


    “Sorry to tell you, but you’ve moved beyond perfect in my book,” she replied as he helped her into the bucket.


    “Damn. I was afraid of that.” He kept a firm grip on her arm until she was safely inside. “Almost there.”


    She nodded shakily.


    The second he released her to stand on her own, her legs gave way beneath her. He caught her, bringing her up against him. “You okay?”


    She clung to him. “My legs are just a little weak from hanging on to that branch for so long. I’ll be fine.”


    Not willing to take any chances, he continued to hold her as he lowered the bucket. “I’m almost afraid to ask what you were doing up there in the first place.”


    


    Heat rushed to her cheeks. “I was sort of attempting to get out of”


    “A bad date?” he finished for her.


    She nodded.


    “Ever hear of leaving by the front door?”


    “I had my reasons for leaving the way I did.” Research for her book being one of them. Safely ditching her date another. But she wasn’t in the mood for explanations. Needless to say, this escape plan would not be going into her survival guide. That is, unless she added a chapter of date escape not-to-do’s. The only good thing to happen that night was that the floor show that had begun when she’d headed upstairs had kept her date too distracted to notice she hadn’t returned yet.


    “You know,” he said with a lone dimpled grin that made her legs weaker than they already were, “if you’re trying to get me to go out with you, all you have to do is ask.”


    “What?”


    “You didn’t have to go to all this trouble to get my attention.” He wriggled his dark brows playfully. “You’ve already got it.”


    Kelsie pushed him away. “I was not trying to get your attention.”


    “That so?”


    Legs still not cooperating, she was forced to grab for Cole’s shirt to steady herself again. “That’s so!”


    “Then I guess you dressed that way to impress your not-so-perfect date,” he said with grin. “Lucky guy.”


    She followed his gaze downward to discover two more of the buttons on her lace shirt had come undone, revealing more than an eyeful of flesh. With an embarrassed gasp, she pulled the gaping material together and fumbled to work the buttons back through their holes. But her trembling fingers refused to cooperate.


    “Here,” he said, pushing her hands away. He quickly re-buttoned her shirt and then drew her to him as the bucket settled onto the back of the truck. “Camera pointed our way,” he said in a tight whisper.


    Having no desire to have her face plastered on the front page of the paper, she clung to him, burying her face in the front of his uniform shirt.


    When he helped her out of the bucket and to the ground, he continued to block the news crews’ view as best he could. “Let’s get you over to the Medic truck.”


    “I’m fine,” she said, lifting her head to look at him.


    Cameras clicked around them as the determined news reporters went after their story.


    Kelsie groaned.


    “What’s done is done,” he whispered near her ear. “And I have a job to do. Seeing that you are checked out is part of it.” Giving her no time to refuse, he led her over to the awaiting Medic vehicle.


    Oddly enough, she found herself wanting to follow him. A bad sign. Those dark eyes and sexy grin were getting to her. And those hands, she thought with an inner sigh. So skilled. When he’d helped her button her shirt, her thoughts had been on what it would have been like to have him undressing her instead, running those large hands of his over her eagerly awaiting flesh...


    “Nate, I need you to look her over before I can send her on her way.”


    The medic grinned. “No problem.”


    Just then, Nanci’s head popped around the open doors of the rescue truck. “You alright?”


    Just when she’d been ready to kill her friend for calling 911, Nanci rescued her from her dangerously straying thoughts about Cole. Kelsie flashed a grateful smile. “I’m fine.”


    Her friend looked to Cole for confirmation.


    “We have to check her out before we can return to the station.”


    “Oh, okay. Had me worried for a moment.” She handed him her discarded high heels. “She’ll be needing these. They’re her favorite ones.”


    Instead of handing them over, he turned to her with a calculating grin that had Kelsie’s pulse rocketing. His gaze settled on her bare feet, his dimple deepening. Then those dark eyes lifted to meet hers. “How about a trade?”


    “A trade?”


    “Your favorite heels for a date. I’m off duty Saturday. Let me take you out to dinner.”


    Warning bells went off in her head. This was the one man who could get beyond the protective barriers she’d put up. With that devastatingly sexy dimpled grin and deep, soothing voice, it would be too easy to risk her heart with him. No matter how attracted she was to Cole Maxwell, she couldn’t go out with him.


    “I’m sor—”


    “She’ll do it,” Nanci said, cutting her off.


    The paramedic examining her chuckled, but continued on about his business.


    “Good. I’ll pick her up at seven.” That said, Cole deposited her heels on her lap and walked away, whistling as he went.


    She looked up at her friend in disbelief. “I can’t believe you just told him I’d go out with him. Who do you think you are, my mother?”


    “I happen to be your best friend and it’s my job to know what’s good for you.” Nanci glanced in the direction of Cole’s departing form. “And that man there is mmm...mmm...good. So is his friend over there. Did you see how he man-handled that big truck?”


    “That would be Joe,” the paramedic supplied with a chuckle as he slid the blood pressure cuff off Kelsie’s arm.


    “Is he single?” she asked, her eyes alight with interest.


    “As single as they come.”


    “Well then, if you two will excuse me, I’m going to go see about getting myself a ‘cup of Joe’.” And off she went.


    Kelsie could only imagine what it took for this man to remain professional, but he did. With only the barest hint of a smile, he filled out his paperwork while she slipped her heels back on.


    “Okay, you’re free to go,” he said when he was done. Then he helped her out of the vehicle. “Oh, and in case you’re worried, Cole really is a good guy.”


    Too good. That was the whole problem.


    * * *


    It appeared Cole Maxwell wasn’t the only hunky firefighter in the Worthington fire Department. Nanci crossed the yard with a smile, heading back to the rescue truck that had been used in getting Kelsie down.


    “Impressive,” she muttered as she stepped up behind ‘Cup of Joe’ who was bent over, reaching into one of the truck’s countless side compartments. Nice ass.


    The fair-haired firefighter straightened and turned, his blue eyes meeting hers. “Excuse me?”


    “The truck,” she said, pointing past him with a playful grin. “It’s so big and you drive it so well. Then again, I’ll bet you’re good at almost anything you do.”


    He smiled. “Everything.”


    “What?”


    “I’m good at everything I do,” he said with a cockiness that made her stomach flutter wildly. The man was flirting with her. Let the games begin.


    “I’m sure you are,” she replied. Her gaze moved over the hunk in blue, taking in every manly inch of him, the broad shoulders, muscular arms, narrow waist. She’d never dated a guy in uniform, but after checking out the fine specimen in front of her she found herself wondering why that was.


    She held out her hand. “I’m Nanci.”


    “Cupcake’s friend.”


    “Cupcake?”


    “The woman Cole pulled from the tree.”


    “Oh,” she laughed. “You mean Kelsie. Yeah, I’m the one who called for help.”


    He nodded and reached for the hand she was offering him. “Lucky for her. I’m Joe.”


    “Unfortunately, Kelsie doesn’t share your opinion. She wants to strangle me for calling 9-1-1.”


    “It’s better than spending the night in a tree,” he said with a grin as he released her hand.


    “And outside of a strip club at that.” She met his gaze. “And FYI, she didn’t know it was that kind of place when she went inside.”


    “Some exit she made.”


    “Long story.”


    “No doubt.” He removed his fire helmet, leaving his sun-bleached blond hair slightly mussed and sexy looking. Unlike the rest of his crew whose haircuts were short and neat, Joe’s shaggy blonde hair hung long, just brushing the top of his uniform collar. The man looked like a real rule-breaker and he was hot to boot.


    “Was there something you needed?” he asked after a few moments of silence, silence brought about by her mental assessment of his assets.


    Nanci’s guilty gaze shot up to meet his. “Just to thank you.”


    “For what?”


    “For coming to Kelsie’s rescue.”


    “I didn’t rescue her. Cole did.”


    Those blue eyes of his were killer. “Maybe, but you helped.”


    “It’s part of the job. Although I have to admit that was the first woman in a tree rescue the station’s ever had that I know of.”


    She’d be glad to make it two if he’d be the one rescuing her with those big, muscular arms. Toned, no doubt, from hauling those heavy hoses with him into burning buildings. Her appreciative gaze returned to his broad shoulders and then moved downward. She’d almost bet there was a six-pack beneath that fitted uniform shirt.


    “Are you all right?”


    A little fevered maybe...


    “Better now that you’re here,” she told him and then quickly added, “There’s no way I could have gotten Kelsie out of that tree myself.”


    “How is your friend?”


    “She’s fine.”


    “Glad to hear it. But not surprised. She was in very capable hands.”


    “So she tells me.”


    He raised a questioning brow.


    “Cole helped her out of another situation.”


    “You mean the one at the hospital.”


    Had the kiss Cole shared with Kelsie affected him as much as it had her friend? “He told you about that?” she asked, her tone hopeful. This could be a good thing for Kelsie.


    “Not exactly,” he replied. “Though he would have. Cole and I are pretty tight.”


    “Then how did you find out if he didn’t tell you?”


    He gave a husky chuckle. “That’s easy. Firefighters are a pretty close knit group. Everyone knows everyone else’s business.”


    “So he told another guy at the station and he told you?” she surmised.


    “No,” he said, shaking his head. “One of the firefighters from another station saw your friend and Cole together at the hospital – kissing.”


    So Cole hadn’t said anything. Normally, she would have taken that as his not being as interested as she had hoped. But the man had held her friend’s heels hostage to get a date with her. Kelsie had obviously made some sort of lasting impression on him.


    “Kind of like news in a small town,” she acknowledged. “It gets around fast.” She knew that from her foster home days.


    “Exactly,” he said with an all-out grin that made her pulse race.


    What was it about this man that affected her that way? Sure, she’d been attracted to guys before, but never like this. And she always flirted. The only difference was that she’d always been the one in control when it came to handling the other sex.


    She eyed the handsome firefighter with a curl of heat in the pit of her stomach. Something told her that Joe was not a man easily controlled and that alone sparked a sexual excitement she’d never felt before.


    His gaze skimmed down her face to the low cut front of the lime green tank top she’d been lounging in when Kelsie called her. Her nipples tingled under his inspection.


    “So, do you work there, too?” he asked with a nod toward the building behind her.


    “What?” Nanci gasped and then laughed. “At the strip club? You think I’m a stripper?”


    He didn’t answer, simply grinned and did another once over of her tank top and shorts.


    “You can put those mental dollars away you’re thinking about stuffing down my top. I’m a dental hygienist, not a stripper.”


    “Their loss,” he muttered. “A woman like you would bring in a ton of business.”


    She glanced back over her shoulder. “Once City Council finds out about them, they won’t be around to miss me. But thanks for the compliment.”


    “Just stating a fact.”


    “I’ll have to keep stripping in mind in case I’m ever in need of another job.”


    “True. Well, seeing as how I’m not going to have the chance to stuff money in your clothes, how about we settle for my ‘stuffing’ you with food and drink instead?”


    “Are you asking me out?”


    “Depends.” He reached for her hand and lifted it for his inspection.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Just making sure you’re not married before I answer that one.” He nodded with a smile. “No ring. Good.”


    She looked down at the large hand curled around hers. His thumb moved in a light caress over the back of her hand, sending a warm tingle from the tips of her manicured fingertips to every other part of her body.


    “How do you know I’m not married,” she said, pulling her hand back, “and choose not to wear a wedding ring?”


    “Good point.”


    “So,” she said, firing right back at him, “are you married?”


    He chuckled. “Would I be asking you out if I was?”


    Nanci shrugged. “A lot of men would.”


    Men like Kelsie’s asshole of an ex who thought the ‘to have and to hold’ referred to his having and holding any woman who caught his eye. If she’d have been in Kelsie’s place the scumbag would have learned what ‘until death do us part’ meant pretty damn fast.


    “Lucky for you, I’m not one of them. So how about it? Go out with me.”


    She wanted to say yes so bad it scared her. “I’ll admit you’re one hot firefighter, but dinner might be just a little too committal for a first date.”


    He let out another hearty chuckle. “I appreciate the compliment, but I’m not sure where the ‘too committal’ part is coming from. I offered to feed you, not take you to bed.”


    “Does that mean you aren’t interested in having sex with me?” she asked with a teasing grin.


    The helmet nearly slipped from his hands. “Okay, now I’m confused and I can’t even blame it on smoke inhalation. Are we having dinner or sex?”


    “Drinks,” she told him. “And if you play your cards right, I might just throw in sex, too,” she added as she pulled a piece of paper and a pen from her purse. She scribbled down her phone number and stuffed it into the front pocket of his shirt and then walked away calling back over her shoulder, “Call me.”

  


  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    


    Nanci walked back to where Kelsie was seated at the edge of the medic rescue truck, slipping on her heels. “Everything check out okay?”


    Kelsie refused to look up at her big mouth best friend. “Go away. I’m not speaking to you right now.”


    “Okay, how about just giving me a hand signal or something,” her friend replied with a grin, showing no regret whatsoever for having butted into her business where Cole was concerned. “Hell, a simple thumbs up works for me.”


    She scowled at her friend. “There’s only one hand signal I’m tempted to give you right now and it doesn’t involve a thumb.”


    Nanci burst into laughter. “You’re a riot when you’re pissed.”


    “That wasn’t meant to be funny.”


    “Well, then by all means do it if it’ll make you feel better. It wouldn’t be the first time someone’s flipped me off.”


    “Forget it,” Kelsie muttered under her breath. What satisfaction was there in giving someone the finger when they didn’t care?


    “I came over to tell you the invite still stands for you to swing by and watch a movie with me. You won’t even have to talk to me if you don’t want to,” she added with a grin.


    “Fine. I’ll be over, but I’m not going to be talking to you.”


    “Suit yourself,” she said, unruffled by the threat. “Do you want me to give you a ride around to the main street to get your car?”


    “No need,” a deep voice replied behind Kelsie, making her jump.


    She turned to find Cole standing there. “You again! Come to hold something else of mine hostage for your own personal gain?”


    He studied her for a moment and then replied with a grin. “How about your lips?”


    “Forget about it, buster.”


    “If you two are going to stand here all night and have sexual banter, I’m going to head home.” Nanci looked to her friend. “You okay with that?”


    “Fine.” Her gaze shifted to Cole. “And, for your information, I can walk to my car myself.”


    Nanci frowned. “I’m not so sure that’s a very good idea tonight.”


    “Why not?” Kelsie asked.


    “Keep in mind jewelry guy is in there and can see the street through those tinted front windows.”


    “Jewelry guy?” Cole repeated.


    Kelsie groaned at the reminder. “Don’t ask.”


    He chuckled. “I take it he’s your blind date.”


    “Was,” she corrected.


    “Then I agree with Nanci that you shouldn’t walk to your car alone,” he said with a determined nod. “That’s why I’ll be walking you there.”


    She scowled up at him. “Excuse me, but contrary to what you two seem to believe, I am perfectly capable of making my own decisions.”


    “Already made a few good ones tonight,” he pointed out, his grin widening.


    “Kiss my-”


    “Uh-uh-uh,” he said, shaking a finger at her. “I’d think twice before offering anything of yours up for me to kiss. I just might take you up on it.”


    “That’s it,” Nanci said. “I’m outta here. Oh, and Cole, be forewarned, if you haven’t noticed already she’s still a little on the cranky side.” She waved goodbye, winking at Kelsie before walking away.


    She watched her traitorous friend get into her car and drive away. “Remind me again how many years I would get for strangling her.”


    “Too many,” he replied with another chuckle. “Come on, I’ll walk you out to your car before we head back to the station.”


    “I hate to take up any more of your time.”


    “I don’t mind. Besides, you never know what kind of riffraff you’ll find hanging around outside a strip club.”


    “Oh, I think I’ve got firsthand knowledge on that one,” she said as he walked her around the building to the main street.


    He nodded. “I suppose you do.”


    She pointed across the street. “My car’s over there.”


    Slipping an arm around her waist, he walked her over to it.


    Tossing her purse onto the seat, she turned to him. “Thank you for your help.”


    “Aren’t you forgetting something?”


    “I should have known there was a catch to your offer to walk me to my car. You want to kiss me again.”


    “Can’t deny that, but that isn’t what I was referring to. I need to get your phone number before you leave. However, if you’d rather pay me back with a kiss instead...”


    “Nice try. Not happening.” She grabbed a small spiral notebook from her purse. The one she used to make notes on after her ‘date escapes’. Then she began to dig around for a pen.


    Cole slid a pen from his shirt pocket and handed it to her. “Here, use mine.”


    “Thanks.” She hurried to scribble her number onto one of the pale pink sheets inside and then tore it off, handing it to him along with his pen. “Here you go.”


    He stepped back as she opened the driver’s side door and slid in behind the wheel.


    Instead of pulling away, she found herself lowering the window. “Cole, I...” She what? Wanted him to kiss her? Wanted him to hold her pressed up against him like he had when he’d rescued her from the tree?


    He stepped up to the car and leaned into the window with a smile, his face lit up by the glow of the streetlight shining in through the sunroof above. That lone dimple drew her attention solely to his mouth, reminding her of how good it felt to have it moving over hers in a heated kiss. “I’d offer to make sure you get home safely tonight, but-”


    “Driving a woman around in the city’s fire truck isn’t allowed,” she finished for him.


    He nodded. “I’m pretty sure I read that somewhere in the company handbook.”


    “Maybe next time, when you’re in your own truck,” she heard herself say.


    “I’m going to hold you to that.” He glanced back over his shoulder and then met her gaze. “I should get going. There’s a crew of hungry men waiting to go back to the station and finish their dinner.”


    “You were eating when Nanci called for help?”


    “Starting to.”


    “I’m so sorry,” she said, feeling terrible that her poor choice of date escape had taken them from their meal.”


    “Happens all the time,” he assured her, easing some of her guilt. “That’s what microwaves are for.”


    “I should let you go then.”


    He straightened and stepped away from the car. “I’ll call you.”


    She forced a smile and pulled away before she gave in to the urge to ask with as much impatience as she felt – When? Had she completely lost her mind? After trying so hard to forget the hunky firefighter who’d given her the most incredible kiss of her life, a man too perfect for her own good, she had committed to seeing him again – on a date of all things! Then again, he had been holding her favorite heels hostage. And she had been through a traumatic experience. And...


    Who was she kidding? She had accepted because she wanted to go out with Cole Maxwell. She doubted there was a woman alive who was completely immune to that sexy smile of his. She’d tried.


    Reaching into her purse, she pulled out her cell phone and dialed her apartment. When the answering machine kicked on, she punched in her code and listened to her messages.


    The first two were from phone solicitors. The last from the strip club gigolo she’d ditched that night. He wanted to tell her that he couldn’t see her again. That, despite her being a hot redhead, he didn’t date crazy women. Apparently, he’d found out she’d been the one the fire department had come to the club to rescue from the tree.


    Maybe he had a point. Maybe she was crazy. If she was, her ex was at least partly to blame for it. He’d messed up their ‘perfect’ life. Messed her up. After the initial shock and hurt, she’d finally come to the conclusion that her life was better off both emotionally and physically if she remained man-free. Then Cole Maxwell had to go and show up in her life and make her start wanting things again. To be held close again by a man. By him. And kissed passionately. By him. To...


    She pushed any further thought of what the hunky firefighter made her want from her mind with a groan as she pulled into the gas station on the corner. Nanci had wine, but after a night like she’d had one bottle was not going to be enough.


    A few minutes later, she was standing at her friend’s door. When Nanci didn’t answer the knock, she opened the door and stepped inside, calling out, “I hear there’s a chick flick party going on in here.”


    Nanci popped her head out of the living room a second later. “You came!”


    “You invited me, remember?”


    “Seeing as how I’m numero uno on your current shit-list, I wasn’t sure you’d show up.”


    “And miss a night of cheap wine and movies with my best friend?” she said, tossing her purse onto the end table by the sofa. “Not a chance. I even brought another bottle of wine.”


    Nanci laughed. “Good. After the tree incident tonight, we’re going to need it.”


    Kelsie laughed. “My thoughts exactly.”


    “I’ll grab some glasses from the kitchen. You want some popcorn?”


    “Do you even have to ask? What good’s a movie without popcorn? I just hope you bought the really bad kind with extra salt and butter.”


    Her friend smiled. “Boy, are you living on the edge tonight or what? First, you attempt to play jungle girl and climb down a huge, sprawling tree. And now this. Who are you and what have you done with my friend?”


    “Ha ha.” Kelsie followed her into the kitchen, ignoring her playful taunts. “Tell you what, I’ll make the popcorn and you pour the wine.”


    “Sounds like a plan to me. Popcorn’s in the cupboard above the sink.”


    “As if I don’t already know that.” She’d spent enough time there over the years to know where Nanci kept everything.


    A couple minutes later, she pulled a steaming bag of buttered popcorn from the microwave and emptied it into the plastic bowl Nanci had handed her. “I’m still mad at you, you know.”


    “I’ll survive,” her friend replied with a grin.


    “I can’t believe you actually called 9-1-1.”


    “You certainly didn’t expect me to climb up into that big ass tree myself to rescue you.” She opened the fridge door. “You know how much I hate heights.” Reaching in, she grabbed for the bottle of strawberry wine chilling on the door shelf between a carton of pulp-free orange juice and a squeeze bottle of ketchup.


    Kelsie reached past her for the spray butter. “You could have brought a ladder with you and propped it up against the tree limb. I could have gotten down myself.”


    “Not safe. Besides, I did bring you a ladder. It just happened to be hooked onto the back of a fire truck. And let’s not forget the hunk that came along with it to help you down. If anything, you should be thanking me.”


    Kelsie sprayed the liquid butter onto the mound of steaming popcorn. “I guess that means I should be thanking you for the news crew, too.”


    “No need. I didn’t bring them.” She pulled two wine glasses from the cupboard above the sink. “News crews have scanners in their vans that tell them where all the action is. And you, my little money friend, were the action tonight.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Lucky me.”


    “Look, I don’t know what you’re so worried about. Even if they did get a good shot of you, you always take great pics. You’re naturally photogenic.” Nanci crossed the kitchen, disappearing into the other room.


    Was she kidding? It wasn’t as if she’d posed for a photo shoot. She’d been photographed being rescued from a tree outside of a strip club. How could any shot taken during that fiasco be good?


    Grabbing for the popcorn bowl, she turned to follow her friend. “Maybe I’m worried about my patients finding out I was anywhere near a place like that.”


    Nanci set the wine glasses down on the magazine-strewn coffee table and began filling them with wine. “When you’re sharing a picture with a hunk like Cole Maxwell, none of your patients are going to even notice where it was taken, just who you were with at the time. So be glad it wasn’t your date who rescued you from that tree.”


    The strip club gigolo.


    As much as she hated to admit it, Nanci was probably right. Most of the patients that came into their office were women. They all wanted the ‘perfect’ smile without having to invest the time into orthodontic procedures. Porcelain veneers were fast and all the rage. Mostly single women on the hunt. If she and Cole did make the paper, it would be him they’d be checking out. Oddly enough, the thought of other women ‘checking’ him out didn’t sit well with her.


    She placed the bowl of popcorn on the table between the filled wine glasses and then dropped down onto the sofa in front of Nanci’s most recent purchase – a huge flat screen TV.


    When her friend wasn’t working, dating, or dragging her out to try and hook her up with some guy, Nanci was at home watching movies. She owned more DVD’s than the local video store.


    Her gaze shifted to the oak curio in the corner of the room where one of her best friend’s more unusual hobbies was kept. Inside, beneath the golden glow of the cabinet light, was Nanci’s prized collection of vibrators.


    “I see you’ve added a few more to your collection,” she said, nodding toward the curio.


    Nanci followed her gaze. “Ebay.”


    “Eeew! You bought used vibrators?”


    “What do you think I am? Some kind of sicko perv?”


    “Do I have to answer that?” Kelsie replied with a grin.


    Her friend picked up a throw pillow and tossed it at her head. “They’re new. I just took them out of their packages to display them.”


    “Good. Now I feel better.”


    “Speaking of feeling better, you have to check this one out.” She walked over to the curio and pulled out what looked like some sort of hi-tech torture device. “It’s called ‘The Rabbit’ and can stimulate multiple areas at once.”


    “It looks painful.” Like something her ex deserved to have shoved up his ass. Then again, he’d probably have liked it. Kelsie leaned forward to grab a handful of popcorn. “So, how about that movie?”


    Shaking her head, Nanci returned her new toy to its special place in the curio. “There you go again.”


    “There I go again what?”


    “Avoiding anything that has to do with sex.”


    “What do you want me to say?” She pointed to the ‘Rabbit’. “That I’d like one of those for Christmas?”


    “That works.”


    “Forget it. That thing has way too many doodads on it for me.”


    Nanci closed the curio door. “One ‘doodad’ is too many for you.”


    Kelsie sat back with a sigh. “Do we have to delve into my sexual hang-ups again?”


    “I’m only doing it for your own good. How long has it been since you’ve gotten down and dirty with a man?”


    Too long.


    “It doesn’t matter.”


    “Yes, it does,” her friend argued. “You don’t want to have to worry about cleaning out the cobwebs before the guy you finally decide to have sex with gets to enter the love cave.”


    “Just because my ‘cave’ doesn’t have a revolving door like yours does doesn’t mean...” Kelsie sputtered in irritation. “I’m not sure what it means. Just worry about your own cave and I’ll worry about mine.”


    “Okay, as long as you remember what they say about a person’s body when it comes to sex.”


    “And that would be?”


    “Use it or lose it,” she said as she grabbed the DVD player remote from the TV stand.


    “If I wanted to be nagged this much about the lack of sex in my life I could have gone to visit my mother. Are you sure you’re really not her daughter instead?”


    “I wish,” Nanci replied as she settled onto the sofa.


    “At least she wouldn’t have to push you to go out and meet Mr. Right. You’re a dating machine.”


    “I’m not that bad.”


    She gave her friend the ‘yeah, right’ look.


    “Okay, so I like to date. Speaking of which, I’m so glad you agreed to give Cole a chance.”


    “I only agreed to go out with him to get my heels back.” Kelsie lifted her leg, wiggling a heel-clad foot. “As you told Cole, these are my favorite.”


    “Who are you trying to kid? You know you want to go out with the guy. It just took a little convincing.”


    “Don’t you mean blackmail?”


    Nanci nodded with a grin. “My kind of guy.”


    “Then maybe you should go out with him.”


    “Can’t. I’m going out with his friend, Joe. You remember him. He’s the one with the really big-”


    “I’m not listening,” Kelsie said, slapping her hands over her ears. “I’ve had enough sex talk for one night.”


    Nanci leaned over and tugged her hands away from her ears. “Big truck. You know, the one Cole rescued you with tonight. You really need to get your mind out of the gutter.”


    Kelsie snorted. “My mind? I’m not the one who wishes she could date a statue because he’d be hard all the time.”


    “Hmm...maybe I should start a male statue collection.”


    “I think you’d need to get a bigger place.”


    “So much for that idea,” Nanci said, reaching for her wine glass. Raising her other hand, she hit play on the remote.


    “What are we watching?”


    “My favorite - Romancing the Stone.”


    Kelsie couldn’t contain her groan. They had only watched that movie a few dozen times over the years. She could probably recite every line by heart. “Only if you promise not to keep replaying the scene where Michael Douglas slides down the hill into the water and lands headfirst between Kathleen Turner’s legs.”


    “You’re killing me here,” her friend said with a pout. “You know that’s my favorite part.”


    “Your fantasy you mean.”


    Nanci hid her smile behind her wine glass as she brought it to her lips. “Okay, I admit you wouldn’t hear me complaining if some sexy movie star ended up with his face wedged between my legs.”


    “The poor guy would have drowned if it had been you instead of Kathleen Turner. You’d have put him in a leg lock to keep him there.”


    She sat back as the movie started. “What better place for a man to be than between our legs, seeing to our needs.”


    Kelsie choked on the handful of popcorn she’d just stuffed into her mouth.


    “You okay?”


    She nodded, waving away her friend’s concern. “I’m fine.”


    But nearly choking had Kelsie thinking about the first time Cole had come to her rescue at Casey’s Bar and Grill. The way his hands felt smoothing over her back. Okay, so maybe she wasn’t fine. She was thinking way too much about Cole Maxwell, his kisses, and just how hot the sex promised to be between them if she could get past her fears and give him a chance.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    CHAPTER SEVEN


    


    The big screen TV wasn’t the only form of entertainment that morning at the firehouse. Most of the excitement centered around the tree rescue Cole had performed the night before and one feisty little redhead the other men were still determined to refer to as ‘Cupcake’.


    To make matters worse, he and Kelsie had made the front page of the local paper. The picture was one of him bringing her down from the tree in the bucket. Unfortunately for her, the reporter managed to get a clear shot of her face so everyone who got the paper in Worthington would know she was the woman he’d rescued from the tree behind the soon-to-be-defunct strip club.


    It was amazing the firehouse’s copy of that morning’s paper had any ink left on it, considering how many times the men had passed it around.


    “I had no idea that Cupcake was a stripper,” Stubby said as he tossed the newspaper aside and reached for the remote control of his miniature fire truck. It was one of twelve that lined the far wall next to the big screen. They were toys for overgrown boys, providing the men there with both entertainment and a bit of sport, a playful distraction from the harsh realities of their job.


    “Kelsie’s not a stripper.”


    “A peeping Tom?” Joe teased as he eased back in his recliner.


    Cole frowned in irritation. “No, she’s not a peeping Tom either.”


    “So she just has a thing for shimmying up and down tree branches?” the Lieutenant threw in with a hearty chuckle.


    Ha. Ha. They were in rare form that morning.


    “It just so happens she was trying to get out of a bad date,” he attempted to explain.


    “Another one?” Stubby inquired. No doubt referring to the one Cole had rescued her from the day he was seen kissing her at the hospital.


    Cole ignored the question. Kelsie’s personal life wasn’t any of their business.


    Joe cleared his throat, disguising a chuckle. “Must have been one hell of a bad date to have her climbing out of a second story window.”


    “It was.”


    Nate plucked another donut from the near-empty box on the dining room table and carried it with him across the Great room to his recliner. “Well,” he said, pointing his glazed donut at Cole as he settled into the Lazy Boy, “I sure hope you aren’t planning to take ‘Cupcake’ to one of those fancy high-rise restaurants in downtown Columbus on your date.”


    “Date?” several of the men muttered, their gazes shifting Cole’s direction.


    Big mouth.


    “I’m taking her out to dinner,” he muttered.


    “Downtown dining shouldn’t be a problem,” Joe decided. “There aren’t any trees along the street that are high enough for her to perform a high-rise Jungle Jane escape.”


    The Lieutenant shrugged. “I don’t know, Joe. I’d bet there’d be a flagpole available if she got desperate.”


    The men burst into a round of raucous laughter that echoed off the beige walls of the Great room. The only one not laughing was Cole.


    He rolled his eyes. “Kelsie’s not going to be in need of a flagpole on our date.”


    “You sure about that?” Nate mumbled around the last nub of glazed donut he’d just shoved into his mouth. “I mean you did blackmail her into going out with you.”


    Heads snapped around to look at Nate, a roomful of ‘huh’s?’ following.


    “Not exactly,” he argued, drawing their attention back his direction.


    “Well damn. I must’ve misunderstood the situation. I could’ve sworn I saw you holding ‘Cupcake’s’ heels out of her reach and saying, ‘Your shoes for a date. I’m off duty this weekend. Let me take you out to dinner.’” He repeated Cole’s words pretty much verbatim.


    Joe looked to Cole, humor lighting his blue eyes. “You held her shoes hostage?”


    More laughter erupted around him.


    Cole gave a resigned sigh. “Okay, so maybe I did use a little friendly persuasion. She didn’t have to accept.”


    Nate opened his mouth to argue the fact, but Cole cut him off. “One more word from you and you’ll be sliding down the fire pole headfirst.”


    Though Nate knew he wouldn’t actually follow through with his threat, his friend let it go, much to Cole’s relief. He didn’t need the rest of the guys to find out Kelsie hadn’t even accepted his invitation, Nanci had agreed for her.


    Stubby pushed out of his recliner and walked over to the collection of remote control fire trucks beside the TV. Reaching for his, he flipped it over and turned it on, then placed it back on the floor. “Race anyone? First truck to cross the finish line gets to rescue ‘Cupcake’ from her date with Cole.”


    Footrests swung down in unison as the others shot out of their Lazy Boys and hurried to line up their trucks. As it was every time a challenge was issued between the men at the station, testosterone levels shot through the roof.


    Cole opted to forego the early morning competition and head downstairs to begin vehicle and equipment checks. The others were so intent on their race to be Kelsie’s next hero that none of them even noticed his leaving.


    Or so he thought.


    “Cole,” Joe called after him in the hallway. “Hey, buddy, wait up.”


    Cole slowed his step. “Aren’t you missing the big race?” He nodded toward the rec room.


    His friend laughed. “As if any of us guys have a chance with Kelsie. Besides, I can find my own woman. I don’t need your cast offs. As a matter of fact, I happen to have a date with ‘Cupcake’s’ friend. Or will have as soon as I call and ask her out officially.”


    “Nanci?”


    “Don’t sound so surprised. It just so happens that I’m, and I quote, “One hot firefighter.”


    “She said that?”


    “Hell, yes, she said that. It’s not like you’re the only babe-magnet around here. My studliness aside, what’s really up between you and Kelsie?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I saw the way she looked at you when you went up to get her.”


    He had?


    The only thing Cole had thought about at that moment was getting Kelsie down. Okay, and maybe kissing her again, but her safety had been his first concern.


    “I don’t know what to think,” he said as they made their way down the stairs to the bay. “I don’t consider myself God’s gift to women or anything, but I’ve never had a problem getting them to go out with me.” His problem had always been in keeping the relationship going afterward because of his chosen profession.


    Joe chuckled. “Yeah, can’t say I ever remember you ever having to bribe a woman to go to bed with you.”


    “Kelsie and I are going to dinner, not to bed.”


    “Yet.”


    He rolled his eyes. He was by no means the stud his best friend tried to make him out to be. Sure he’d had his share of relationships in the past, but not all of them had ended up in bed.


    “With Kelsie, I’ll be lucky if I get her to the dinner table.”


    “The department ‘Stud Muffin’ afraid of a little challenge?” Joe asked as he ran his sleeve over the chrome backing on the Ladder truck’s side mirror.


    “Hell, no.” Cole yanked open the equipment doors at the side of the truck.


    “Then what’s the problem?”


    “The problem is this thing with Kelsie is driving me crazy.”


    “Thing?”


    “She’s not like any woman I’ve ever dated.”


    Joe shrugged. “Might be a plus.”


    He wasn’t so sure. “She’s trouble waiting to happen,” he said as he moved to check the hoses. “You’ve seen it firsthand.”


    “What I’ve seen is a woman that makes your face light up like the skies over Thomas Worthington High School stadium on the fourth of July.”


    She did?


    Joe continued with his assessment of the situation. “You’ve always played it safe, dating all those boring, cookie cutter kind of women. It’s no wonder things never worked out with any of them.”


    “Boring?”


    “Yeah, you know. The kind of women who spend hours deciding on what shade of nail polish they’re going to wear out. The kind of woman who wouldn’t be caught dead in a tree.”


    “I can assure you Kelsie wasn’t too thrilled to be caught up in that tree either.”


    “All I’m saying is that maybe it’s time you stop playing it safe and give ‘trouble’ a chance.”


    Joe was right. Kelsie wasn’t like any of the women he’d dated before. While he had a tendency to go for tall, mostly blonde and slightly more endowed women, he found himself surprisingly turned on by the petite little stick of dynamite with hair as fiery as her personality. One who wasn’t afraid to try things like rollerblading, or as in last night’s case, tree climbing.


    He chuckled inwardly at the memory of it. And it was good to know that slightly mussed hair wasn’t a major crisis for her, because that hair of hers beckoned a man’s hands to run through it. His hands.


    He closed the doors and leaned against the truck. “You know, Joe, I think you’re right. No more playing it safe in my personal life. We both know Kelsie is looking for the not-so-perfect man.”


    “And?”


    “I’m going to give her what she wants and have fun doing it.” All he had to do was keep her from pulling a date escape on him, too.


    * * *


    Kelsie stepped into the kitchen and groaned in protest of the sunlight penetrating the partially opened slats of the mini-blinds. She felt like hell. Not because she’d drank too much at Nanci’s the night before, though she had downed several glasses of cheap wine during their movie marathon. Her exhaustion was due more to the restless night she’d spent after she’d gotten home. One spent fantasizing about Cole Maxwell.


    She made her way over to the kitchen pantry and pulled out a loaf of twelve-grain bread and a near empty jar of Jif. Peanut butter was one of her three main vices – coffee, chocolate and peanut butter. Not always in that order. It depended on what time of month it was.


    After dropping two slices of bread into the toaster, she hurried to get the coffee maker started, desperate for a caffeine fix. There was no way she’d be able to spend the day shopping feeling the way she did. Like the human equivalent of a slug.


    Adding more urgency to her need to pull herself together was the fact that if she didn’t go it would mean her mother and Nanci would be spending the day alone together – probably scheming. A dangerous thing.


    She pulled her purse towards her across the counter and dug inside for her cell phone. Turning, she dialed Nanci on her way back to the toaster. The smell of freshly brewing coffee seeped into the air around her, teasing her sleepy senses.


    “Hello?”


    “Morning,” Kelsie muttered.


    Nanci laughed on the other end of the line. “I can’t help but notice there was no ‘good’ in your morning.”


    “Sorry. I haven’t had my daily caffeine fix yet.” She wasn’t about to tell her friend that her irritability was really due to having lost several nights’ sleep now thanks to a certain firefighter.


    “Well, don’t even think about picking me up until you’ve gotten your fix.”


    “Don’t worry,” she told her. “It’s brewing as we speak.”


    “Good. You need to be in top form today. You should see all the sales going on at the mall.”


    Kelsie pulled a knife from the kitchen drawer and began spreading peanut butter in a thick layer across her toast. “You’ve already been out to get a paper?”


    “Are you kidding? Even I don’t venture out that early. It’s my neighbor’s paper. I borrowed it.”


    Yawning sleepily, Kelsie grabbed a coffee cup from the mug tree on the counter. “You stole your neighbor’s paper?”


    “I didn’t steal anything. It’s like a ride share only involving the newspaper instead.”


    “I’m not sure that theory would hold up in a court of law if the guy presses charges,” she told her with a grin as she filled her cup to the top with steaming hot coffee.


    “Oh, hell, Johnny’s not going to even notice the rest of the paper’s gone.”


    Kelsie bit into her toast. “The rest?”


    “I left him the sport’s section. That’s all he cares about.”


    Nanci was right. Her neighbor was an ex-college football player who lived and breathed everything sports. And seeing as how he lived in sweats, she couldn’t imagine him having any need of department store ads.


    “I need to finish eating before I jump in the shower.”


    “All right,” Nanci replied, a little too chirpily for Kelsie’s liking. “I’ll let you go.”


    “See you in an hour.”


    * * *


    Three cups of coffee later, Kelsie eased her blue Ford Mustang up to the curb in front of Nanci’s house. Nanci was outside and heading toward the car before she ever had a chance to blow the horn to let her friend know she was there.


    A stack of sale flyers tucked in the crook of her arm and her cross body ‘shopping’ purse in place, Nanci was in shop until you drop mode. She rounded the car and swung open the passenger door, popping her head in with a smile. “Hi.”


    “Hi back.”


    She settled onto the passenger seat, laying the store ads on her lap while she buckled her seatbelt. “Hope you wore comfy shoes. This is no shopping trip for the fainthearted.”


    Oh, goody. “Can’t wait,” she told Nanci with a forced smile. “By the way, not one word to my mother about my date.”


    Nanci flashed a toothy, know-it-all smile. “Are you referring to the date you’ve agreed to go on with Worthington Fire Department’s calendar hunk?”


    “Yes. That’s information my mother really doesn’t need to know.”


    “My lips are sealed,” she said, running pinched fingers across the seam of her mouth.


    She could only be so lucky. Kelsie smiled. “Thanks.”


    “At least around your mom,” Nanci added as she settled back against her seat. “They’ll be fully functioning tonight when I see the man I love.”


    Kelsie’s head snapped around. “Love?”


    Her friend nodded.


    “You mean lust?”


    “That, too?”


    Nanci had never used the word ‘love’ when referring to any man. “Who?”


    “Joe.”


    “Cole’s friend?”


    She sighed softly. “That’s him. Killer blue eyes. Nice ass. We talked on the phone for about two hours last night after you left.”


    “Just talked?” she asked as she pulled out onto the street.


    Nanci smiled. “It was a phone date.”


    She couldn’t resist. “As in phone sex kind of phone date?”


    Her friend clicked her tongue. “You know me better than that. I never sleep with a guy on our first phone call.”


    “But you wanted to.”


    “You have no idea. That’s not saying things didn’t get hot and heavy.”


    “I’ve never seen you like this before.


    “That’s because I’ve never met anyone quite like Joe before.”


    Kelsie laughed. “Something tells me he’s never met anyone like you before either.”


    “What can I say? I’m one of a kind.”


    “You’ll get no argument from me on that statement.”


    “Hey,” Nanci said excitedly, “maybe the four of us can go out together sometime. You and Cole. Me and Joe.”


    “I wouldn’t hold your breath. The only reason I’m going out with Cole is because you told him I would and I wanted my shoes back.”


    Nanci rolled her eyes. “Why is it some people choose to live in such denial?”


    “Call it what you will. I’m telling you, I don’t want to go out with Cole.” And she didn’t want to feel that flutter that moved through her stomach every time she thought about Cole Maxwell.


    “Fine. Call him and tell him you changed your mind. It’s not like you don’t know how to reach the guy.”


    “I don’t like to hurt people’s feelings. You know that.”


    “That’s the only reason, huh?”


    There was no fooling her best friend.


    “Yes,” she answered anyway. Sometimes the truth was too hard to accept.


    Nanci glanced out the passenger window. “So where are you two going on your date?”


    “I have no idea. We didn’t exactly have a chance to discuss it the other night. If you recall, I was sitting in the back of that rescue ambulance, hiding from reporters.”


    Her friend’s smile widened. “I suppose a bedroom date is out of the question.”


    She shot her friend a warning look.


    “Maybe Cole will surprise you with some place romantic. A candlelit restaurant can set the mood for your date.”


    Something she did not want. In fact, she wanted the date to be as unromantic as possible, seeing as how she became a puddle of sexual need every time she saw him. Even his voice turned her on. That meant their date needed to be somewhere loud where she wouldn’t have to hear that sexy voice and dark so she wouldn’t be tempted by his ‘calendar hunk’ face. But where?


    A passing billboard caught her eye. An advertisement for a theater chain. A light went off in her head. That was it! A movie. It was perfect. Cole wouldn’t be able to talk to her in a crowded movie theater. At least, not much. And she wouldn’t be nearly as distracted by that sexy grin of his in a near darkened room.


    She made a mental note to check and see what was playing at the movies the second she got home from shopping. A romance was out of the running, because it would probably have her wanting to reenact the love scenes afterwards. Maybe a comedy. Whatever it was, she could handle it.


    But what if she couldn’t? What if her lips wandered over to Cole’s in the dark? What if she reached over for popcorn and missed the bucket?


    She groaned.


    “Judging by that fantasy-induced look on your face,” Nanci said, pulling her from her heated thoughts, “I’d say skip the date and go right to bed with the guy. Get him out of your system.”


    Bed was the last place she wanted to be with Cole. Okay, so maybe she really wouldn’t mind being there with him. She just couldn’t. She gave an exasperated sigh as she turned to look at her friend. “Have you heard anything I’ve said about not wanting any kind of relationship with Cole?”


    “Every word. Fortunately, I know you well enough to also hear what it is you’re not saying.”


    “And that would be?”


    “That you’re really hot for this guy. And for good reason. Putting fires out might be his job, but men like Cole are capable of starting the kind of fires that can singe a hole right through a woman’s panties.”


    Kelsie groaned again. That’s exactly what she was afraid of. It had been so long since she’d been with a man, Cole could prove to be too much of a temptation. She was in so much trouble.


    “You’re caving...” Nanci said, her tone teasing.


    “Am not.” She would keep her head on straight where Cole Maxwell was concerned. “I’m going out with him to fulfill an agreement, nothing more. In fact, I’ll call you the moment I get home from our date just to prove to you that I didn’t fall into bed with Cole like you seem to think I’m going to.”


    “I’ll be sure not to hold my breath waiting for that call.”


    She would prove her friend wrong. Show her that she could and would resist the hunky fireman who kept invading her thoughts. Another perfect man just lying in wait to tear her heart in two. Just as Kyle had. She’d never forget the day she stopped by Kyle’s office to surprise him with dinner plans for their anniversary. Only the surprise had been on her. She’d walked in to find her then husband and the office cleaning bimbo going at it on his desk. The woman apparently thought getting paid to polish things meant ‘polishing’ her employer’s fully erect body part as well. The jerk.


    “If you ask me, I think Cole’s the perfect man for you,” Nanci said, breaking the silence.


    Kelsie rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. You don’t even know the guy.”


    “Okay, let’s look at what I do know. He’s incredibly sexy. Any argument there?”


    “No,” she grumbled.


    “He risks his life to save others.”


    “It goes with the job,” Kelsie replied nonchalantly, but in all truth she admired men like Cole.


    Ignoring her, Nanci went on, “He’s got a great smile which I know for a fact you’ve already taken notice of. And for the cherry on top of that sweet dish of a man, he throws candy to kids at parades.”


    “And how would you know that?”


    “Hey, I’ve been to parades before. Cole’s a firefighter and they always throw candy from their trucks when they go past kids. In fact, last July I wrestled a kid to the ground for a snack size Reese’s Cup.”


    She shot her friend a questioning look. “You did what?”


    Nanci pointed a finger at her. “Now don’t go looking at me like I’m that ugly old witch who rides the bike in the Wizard of Oz. That candy was mine. They threw it to me and this kid came charging out of nowhere to steal it. And during PMS week nobody takes my chocolate.”


    Kelsie could relate to that, but taking candy from a kid... “Hope it was worth it.”


    “Not really. By the time I got it back it was all smooshed.”


    “I’m sure it still tasted good.”


    “I wouldn’t know. I gave it to the kid.”


    “Let me get this straight. You wrestled him for the candy and then gave it back?”


    Nanci nodded. “I certainly couldn’t eat it that way. There’s a method to eating a Reese’s Cup, you know. You bite all around the outside edge first, saving the center for last. You can’t do that when the cup is smooshed. Now, getting back to you and Cole...”


    “It would never work between us.”


    “How do you know? You haven’t even given the guy a chance.” Nanci pulled a half empty pack of sugar-free Dentyne from her purse and held it out to Kelsie. “Gum?”


    “Thanks.” She helped herself to a piece, unwrapping it as she drove. “For your information, I don’t have to give Cole a chance for me to know it wouldn’t work between us.”


    “Why?”


    She popped the stick of cinnamon gum into her mouth, and then tossed the wrapper into her purse, which was lying between the bucket seats. “Well, for one thing, he’s too good looking.”


    Nanci arched a brow. “And you prefer ugly?”


    “Kyle was hot and look where that got me.”


    “Your ex’s being an asshole has nothing to do with his looks. Besides, Cole seems like a genuinely nice guy. Your mom’s going to love him,” she added as they turned onto the street where Kelsie’s mother lived.


    Kelsie felt a rush of panic at the mention of her mother. “No she won’t.”


    Her friend laughed. “Of course, she will.”


    “She won’t have a chance to ‘love’ him, because she’s not going to find out about my going out with Cole. Your lips are sealed, remember?”


    Laughing softly, Nanci pretended to zip her lips shut again, murmuring, “She won’t find out from me.”


    


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    


    


    Unfortunately for Kelsie, sealed lips in Nanci’s case was in reference to the glossy topcoat her friend had applied over her bright pink lipstick. Because the first thing out of her friend’s mouth when her mother slid into the backseat behind them was, “Good morning! Nothing’s new with me. You might check with your daughter though.”


    “I’ve already heard,” Kelsie’s mother replied.


    She had? Kelsie met her mother’s gaze in the rearview mirror, surprised to find her frowning. Of all people, she would have expected her mother to be beaming with delight over the news.


    “What on earth were you thinking?” he mother scolded. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about it.”


    “You’re upset about it?” Kelsie said in surprise as she pulled back out onto the main street.


    “Of course, I’m upset. What mother wouldn’t be?”


    Who was this woman in her car and what had she done with her real mother? “I thought you wanted me to date,” she said in confusion.


    “What?”


    “How did you find out about Cole asking me out?”


    “Cole?”


    “The hunk she’s going out with Saturday night,” Nanci happily chimed in.


    Her mother shot forward in her seat, her expression changing to one of surprise. “You’re going on a real date?”


    As opposed to all those awful blind dates her mother and Nanci had set her up on? “You said you knew.”


    “Not about that,” her mother said, easing back again in the seat. “It appears you’ve been keeping a lot of things from me lately, young lady,” she added in that perfected guilt-inducing tone all mothers knew how to use.


    Then it dawned on her what her mother had actually said. She hadn’t known about her date with Cole, so what other secret was she supposed to be keeping from her mother. “What were you talking about?”


    Her mother reached into her purse and pulled out a folded newspaper page, shoving it through the opening between the two front seats. “I was referring to this.”


    Her gaze shifted from the road to the paper her mother was waving beside her. There on the front page of the local newspaper was the picture of her in Cole’s arms after he’d rescued her from the tree.


    “LOCAL FIREMAN RESCUES DAMSEL IN DISTRESS,” Nanci read with a giggle. “And it goes on to say the unidentified female victim had gotten herself stuck in a tree after climbing out of one of the second story windows at the Touch of Spice lounge.”


    “Aaaah!” Kelsie groaned, glancing down once more at the picture of her staring up all cow-eyed at Cole. “I can’t believe they actually put this in the paper.”


    “Red light!” her mother shrieked.


    Her gaze snapped up to see the rapidly approaching light. With a gasp, she stomped on the brake, leaving a set of tire marks behind them on the road. By some miracle, she managed to stop just behind the white line as a car passed by on the crossroad. “Shit.”


    “Shit is right,” Nanci said. “I can’t be in an accident today. I wore my shopping undies instead of my thong.”


    Leave it to Nanci to worry more about what her ass would look like to rescuers instead of just how bad this could have turned out.


    “Maybe we should forget this whole shopping thing,” Kelsie suggested.


    “After I went and had my hair done this morning just for our little outing?” her mother muttered.


    “Fine, but it’s not going to be an all-day event,” Kelsie told them. “I feel like something the cat dragged in.”


    “At least you don’t look like you feel today in this picture with Cole,” Nanci remarked, studying the paper more closely. “You look great, all things considered.”


    Her mother gasped. “Cole? The same Cole you have a date with tomorrow?”


    “Every mouthwatering inch of him,” Nanci wasted no time confirming.


    Kelsie groaned. What were the odds that if she took a really sharp left turn her friend would fly out the open window and take her big mouth with her? She was seriously tempted to find out.


    “And to think I worry about you choosing men who are all wrong for you,” her mother said as she reached between the seats to snatch the paper back.


    Kelsie fought the urge to laugh. Most of the ‘wrong’ men in her life lately had been chosen by her mother.


    “Mmm...he’s a real looker,” her mother muttered appreciatively from the backseat. “Glad you finally took the bull by the horns and asked a man out.”


    “I didn’t ask him,” she told her mother, not wanting her to think she had any real interest in Cole. “He asked me out.”


    “Ooh, even better,” her mother squealed in delight. “He clearly likes what he’s seen.”


    “He should,” Nanci said with a smile. “The guy had a great view of her backside from that rescue box he went up after her in.”


    Kelsie shot her the ‘evil eye’, something she seemed to be doing a lot more of lately.


    “Honey, you really shouldn’t scrunch your eyebrows up that way,” her mother chided. “It’ll give you premature wrinkles.”


    “I wasn’t scrunching.” Scowling. Maybe. Throwing eye darts. Definitely. But she had a good reason to. Her best friend had a big fat mouth!


    “I don’t know what you’re so upset about,” she said, holding up the newspaper for Kelsie to see in the rearview mirror. “This is a really good picture of you.”


    “Too good,” Nanci agreed. “Guess it’s safe to say you won’t remain unidentified for very long.”


    “Just what I need,” Kelsie groaned. “People I know wondering what in the world I was doing in up a tree outside of a strip club.”


    “Strip club?” her mother blurted out.


    She nodded. “However, I didn’t know it until I was already inside.”


    “What on earth were you doing there in the first place?”


    “Meeting her date,” Nanci answered for her.


    “The one you set me up with,” she reminded her mother. “But that’s beside the point. The issue I’m more concerned with now is what my patients are going to think when they see that picture of me in the paper?”


    Nanci raised her hand, waving off her concern. “Chances are they won’t even realize it’s you with Cole’s hunky face front and center. And you can pretty much guarantee that most of the women who read this are going to be wishing they had thought of your plan to catch a tall, dark and incredibly sexy firefighter first.”


    “You’re the one who called 9-1-1. Not me. And I certainly didn’t plan on having my strip club fiasco picture plastered all over Worthington.”


    Her mother laughed. “I should hope not. But at least something good came from it. You’ve got a date with a really handsome firefighter. I think you should be thanking Nanci.”


    She didn’t have to glance her way to know her friend was wearing an I’m-waiting-for-your gratitude smile.


    “No thanks needed,” Nanci chirped. “Just be sure to name yours and Cole’s firstborn daughter after me.”


    “Cole and I are not going to be having babies together,” Kelsie said determinedly.


    “But you to would make such pretty babies,” Nanci carried on.


    Kelsie groaned in frustration, her head starting to pound.


    “What in Heaven’s name were you doing up in that tree anyway?” her mother demanded. “And behind a strip club of all places. I didn’t even know there were any of those in Worthington.”


    “There aren’t. At least, there won’t be once the good citizens of our town get wind of it. And, to answer your question as to why I was in the tree in the first place, I was trying to get away from Jack the perverted jeweler.”


    Her mother’s eyes widened. “You mean that nice man I set you up with? The one who owns a jewelry store?”


    “I guess that depends on what you consider nice,” Nanci said, glancing back between the seats. “The guy had your daughter meet him at a strip club. Then the creep went on and on about how he was looking forward to doing the nasty with a real redhead. I think I would have skipped the tree and just jumped out of the window at that point.”


    “He what?” her mother shrieked. “Why that perverted little slime ball!”


    A week ago, that same slime ball was on her mother’s list of possible future son-in-laws. “It’s alright, Mom. I handled it.”


    “Even if you handled it by getting yourself stuck in a tree...” Nanci taunted.


    “One more word and you’re going to be riding the rest of the way to the mall in the truck of my car.”


    Her mother scooted forward to lean between the bucket seats. “You two can fight later. Right now I want to hear all about this hunky firefighter who asked my daughter out. After all, he might just end up being the father of my future grandchildren.”


    Oh, God, her mother’s mental wheels were turning. Kelsie made a mental note to keep her away from the engraving store at the mall or she’d be pre-ordering wedding invitations and engraved cake servers.


    “Mom, Cole asked me to go out to dinner with him, not to have his children.”


    “You never know what might come from dessert afterwards,” Nanci threw in with a smile.


    “I do and that would be nothing,” Kelsie said firmly, not that anyone was listening. They had already moved on to their own in-depth discussion about Cole Maxwell and his more-than-impressive physical attributes.


    * * *


    By the time they arrived at the Eastland Mall, Kelsie’s mother knew everything there was to know about her adventures with Cole Maxwell. That is, with the exception of the heated kiss she and Cole had shared the day he’d taken her home from the emergency room. That was about the only piece of information Nanci hadn’t let slip through those loose lips of hers. Even so, her dear, soon-to-be-ex best friend, had provided more than enough information as far as Cole Maxwell was concerned to start her mother’s matchmaking wheels turning.


    “Okay, enough about Cole. I want to relax and enjoy this shopping trip,” Kelsie told her mother and Nanci as she drove through the busy parking lot looking for an empty space to park in. Not that she really thought they’d listen to her request, but it was worth a try.


    “There’s one,” Nanci said, pointing to a minivan that was backing out of a parking place about twenty feet ahead of them.


    “Put your turn signal on,” her mother said excitedly.


    She did, waiting patiently while the van backed out. Only another car whipped around the end of the aisle and turned into the space the minivan had just vacated.


    “Bitch,” Nanci hissed.


    Kelsie sighed in frustration. The longer it took to park, the longer it would take to get this shopping trip over with. She wasn’t anywhere near the shopaholic Nanci was. “We’ll find another one.”


    “We shouldn’t have to find another spot,” her friend fumed. “That bitch saw us waiting for that parking space. Let me out. I’ll kick her ass.”


    You didn’t want to mess with Nanci when she was pissed. She’d grown up in foster homes and knew how to take care of herself. That included not putting up with anyone else’s crap. The woman having stolen their parking space was beyond crappy, but the need to avoid adding any more stress to her day overrode the urge to let Nanci out to ‘handle’ things.


    Twenty minutes later, Kelsie followed her mother and Nanci into the mall’s entrance, wondering if her day could get any worse.


    “Where do you want to start?” Nanci asked as they made their way through the shopping complex.


    “How about Macy’s?” Kelsie suggested. “They’re having a big sale this weekend.”


    “Uh, uh, uh,” her mother said, shaking her head. “First things first. We need to find you something special to wear on your date with your fireman.”


    She looked at her mother. “He’s not my fireman. And Macy’s happens to carry some really nice clothes.”


    “Pfft! Who needs clothes?” her mother replied with a wave of her manicured hand. “You’ve got a date with a really sexy firefighter. You need to be prepared.”


    “Good point,” Nanci agreed. “But something tells me we won’t find any stores that carry condoms in this mall.


    “Nanci,” Kelsie said, shushing her.


    “Nanci’s right,” her mother said with a smile. “You should take some protection with you on your date with Cole just in case. Although I highly doubt a man whose job is making sure people stay safe is going to forget to bring protection with him.”


    Please, Kelsie silently prayed, don’t let anyone be overhearing this conversation.


    “She’s right,” Nanci agreed. “I think their motto is ‘safety first’. Cole will have the protection part covered.”


    “Will you guys cut it out!” Kelsie hissed, keeping her voice low. “I have no intention of having sex with Cole.” Not that she hadn’t fantasized about it. But fantasy was on a whole different level from reality. It was safe.


    “Honey, judging from the picture I saw of your date in the paper, your intentions might just fly out the window once you get some time alone with him.”


    “Don’t count on it,” she told her mother.


    Ignoring her, her mother set off down the carpeted corridor. “Come on, girls. Victoria’s Secret awaits.”


    “Ooh,” Nanci cooed. “I’m liking this.”


    Confused, Kelsie looked to her mother as she hurried to keep up with her. “They don’t sell clothes at Victoria’s Secret.”


    “Honey, it’s not about what you wear on the outside that matters. It’s what’s under your clothes that makes a woman feel sexy.”


    “And if she feels sexy, she’ll exude a certain confidence that will drive men wild,” her friend added with a knowing smile. “Therefore, it’s time to give up those granny panties you like to wear.”


    Heat flooded her cheeks. “I don’t wear granny panties. They’re cotton briefs!” Her eyes widened. Had she really just blurted that very personal piece of information out in the middle of a crowded mall? Looking around, the odd stares aimed her way told her she had.


    It appeared her humiliation was destined to continue. And considering the way her luck had been going that week, she wouldn’t be the least bit surprised to see her underwear choice broadcast on the evening news that night.


    “Honey, how do you ever expect to catch a man with something as unsexy as cotton briefs?” Shaking her head, her mother made a beeline into Victoria’s Secret.


    “I’m not trying to catch a man,” she called after her mother as she and Nanci followed behind.


    Her friend snorted. “Come on, Kelsie. Why don’t you just admit it? You’re afraid wearing slinky lingerie will weaken your determination to control your sexual urges. Especially around a man like Cole Maxwell.”


    “That’s ridiculous.” What did her underwear have to do with controlling her wants and needs? “One has nothing to do with the other.”


    Nanci stopped just inside the entrance of the lingerie store and turned to her. “Oh, yeah?” she said with a widening smile. “Then prove it.”


    Her mother nodded. “Yeah, prove it.”


    Kelsie groaned. This wasn’t fair. They knew she was a sucker for a challenge. Always had been. They were playing downright dirty.


    Her mother and Nanci stood waiting for her reply.


    This was the last shopping trip she was going on with the two of them together. “Fine,” she mumbled, caving under the pressure. “I’ll buy something sexy to wear. But I’m telling you right now that Cole’s never going to see it.”


    “Never say never, honey.”


    “Your mom’s right.”


    “She’s such a smart girl,” her mother said, sending a warm smile Nanci’s direction.


    “Smart ass maybe,” Kelsie muttered under her breath.


    “Time’s a wasting.” Nanci took her by the arm and set off through the store, weaving around the various display stands of lace and silk. “We’re going to sexy you up and then we’re going to sacrifice your old lady underwear to the god of fire.”


    

  


  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    


    


    Six pair of low-cut lace panties and three thongs not much thicker than dental floss later, Kelsie’s underwear wardrobe had been revamped. Her mother and Nanci had also talked her into purchasing two demi-cup push-up bras which she had to admit fit her really well. Better yet, she actually had cleavage.


    “All set?” her mother asked when she’d finished checking out.


    Grabbing her packages from the counter, Kelsie nodded. “Lead on.” Turning, she followed her fashion dictators out of Victoria’s Secret and into the mall.


    “Ooh, check out those earrings,” her mother said as they passed by a jewelry store’s window front. “They’re exactly what I’ve been looking for and they’re on sale! I’ll be right back,” she called out as she disappeared inside.


    “Any news on your book?” Nanci asked as we waited outside of the jewelry store.


    “Nothing yet, but I just sent the partials of OPERATION: DATE ESCAPE out to the publishers who requested it.” She had sent several query letters out and had, much to her surprise, received very positive responses to her date-ditching guide concept.


    “That’s great,” her friend exclaimed.


    “I’d rather no one else know about it if you can manage to keep your lips sealed for real this time. Especially around my mother.”


    “Hey, I didn’t tell your mother about Cole. You did.”


    “You might as well have,” she said with a frown. “Nothing’s new with me. You might check with your daughter though. Sound familiar?”


    “Wait a minute,” Nanci said as realization lit her eyes. “Are you telling me your mother still doesn’t know about OPERATION: DATE ESCAPE?”


    “I don’t see any reason to tell her about it unless something comes of it. So keep your fingers crossed the publisher wants it.”


    “They’re going to love it and someday I’ll be able to say I knew her before she became rich and famous.”


    Kelsie laughed. “I hardly think one book is going to make me rich and famous.”


    “It did for that lady who wrote Harry Potter.”


    “Well, if it does happen I promise I won’t forget you. Maybe I’ll even hire you on as my personal assistant and you can go with me on all my book tours.”


    “Sounds good to me. Lots of cities means lots of men. I’m all for that.”


    Why didn’t it surprise her that Nanci would take their conversation that direction?


    “Sorry to keep you two waiting,” her mother said as she stepped from the store, jewelry store bag in hand.


    Kelsie eyed the bag. “What did you buy?”


    “I couldn’t decide between a pair of sterling silver hoops I liked and a pair of sterling silver beaded drop earrings.” Her mother held up the bag with a smile. “So I bought both.”


    Of course, she did. Her mother collected jewelry like Nanci collected men and vibrators. And what did she collect? Bad dates. Lucky her.


    “Is anyone else hungry?” Nanci asked a few stores later.


    “As long as there’s coffee, I’m game,” Kelsie replied as they made their way toward the food court.


    “I could use a little something,” her mother said.


    Nanci glanced around the food court. “The pizza’s calling out to me.”


    “It does smell pretty good,” Kelsie had to agree, more than a little tempted by the smell of fresh-out-of-the-oven pizza that lingered in the air around them. “But I just had pizza for lunch yesterday, so I think I’ll give Chinese a try today. Maybe some chicken teriyaki.”


    “I’m going to have a strawberry and banana fruit smoothie,” her mother said. “Can I get anyone else one while I’m there?”


    “No thanks,” Nanci said. “Love them, but not with pizza.”


    Kelsie shook her head. “I’m going to grab a Diet Coke. Thanks.”


    Her mother set off across the food court to the smoothie stand while Kelsie and Nanci went to get in line for their food.


    Deli tray in hand, Kelsie turned and searched the crowded lunch area for Nanci and her mother. She spotted them in the center of the food court, waving her over.


    “How did you manage to find a table?” she asked as she walked up to them. The place was packed.


    “A little bit of luck and a whole lot of speed,” Nanci told her with a grin.


    “Speed?”


    “Yeah, I was faster than the old lady with the walker I was racing to the table against.”


    “You didn’t,” Kelsie gasped.


    “No,” Nanci said, laughing. “But I did break into a run for the table when I saw the people before us get up to leave. Nearly lost my pizza slice in the process.”


    Kelsie laughed. Only Nanci.


    “How’s the smoothie?” she asked her mother as she settled onto the chair next to her.


    Her mother moaned softly. “Mmm, very good. And worth every empty calorie.”


    Kelsie set her tray on the table and then placed her purchases on the floor between her feet. The smell of the chicken teriyaki had her mouth watering.


    The three of them went through the remainder of the sales flyers as they ate, deciding on what stores the wanted to stop in before heading home.


    “Is that a fortune cookie?” Nanci asked between chews, pointing to the wrapped cookie next to Kelsie’s plate.


    Kelsie nodded.


    “I love those things. I can’t wait to see what it has to say about you. Open it,” her friend said excitedly.


    Your day will be filled with torturous shopping? Kelsie resisted the urge to voice that thought aloud. They had her best interest at heart. Picking up the tiny package, she ripped it open and pulled the fortune cookie free of its wrapper. Then she cracked it open.


    “What does it say?” her mother asked anxiously. “That you’re going to have a long life? Maybe even come into an unexpected windfall? Better yet, you’re going to have tons of children?”


    Kelsie rolled her eyes. Only her mother would wish for the fortune to be ‘tons of children’. How a cookie was supposed to be able to predict one’s future was beyond her. Pulling the sliver of paper tucked inside the broken cookie free, she skimmed over the words printed across it in disbelief.


    “No way,” she muttered, shaking her head. If she hadn’t picked up the order herself, she would have thought her mother or Nanci had done this as a joke.


    “Kelsie?” her mother said, lowering her slice of pizza back down onto the red and white checked paper plate it had come on. “What is it?”


    She quickly crumpled up the sliver of paper. “It’s nothing. Just a bunch of nonsense.”


    “Come on,” Nanci urged. “Nonsense is fun. Read your fortune to us.”


    “I’d rather not.”


    Her friend laughed. “Maybe I have you confused with someone else, but I could have sworn I’ve heard you say that you don’t believe in fortunes.”


    “I don’t.”


    “So what’s the big deal then? Read it to us.”


    “Fine,” she said with a resigned sigh. “But this is stupid.” She unfolded her fortune and read, “Romance will soon ignite in your life.” Below which were six lucky numbers.


    “Ignite!” Nanci repeated with a squeal of delight, drawing several looks their way.


    “Will you keep it down?” Kelsie said with a groan.


    “As in someone’s about to light your fire,” her friend added, thankfully lowering her voice for that announcement. “And who better to do that than a man who knows all about fires. A man like Cole Maxwell.”


    “That’s the perfect fortune for you,” her mother said with a smile.


    “Anyone could have gotten this fortune cookie,” Kelsie told them. “It’s a random thing.”


    “No, it’s fate,” Nanci corrected. “And that particular fortune cookie was fated to be yours.”


    “It doesn’t mean anything,” Kelsie argued.


    Ignoring her, her mother continued with a pleased-as-punch smile, “I guess it’s a good thing we hit Victoria’s Secret. Sounds like those bra and panties are going to come in handy this weekend.”


    “Think about it, Kelsie,” Nanci said as she reached for her drink. “If Cole’s kiss got you as hot as you say it did, imagine what the guy’s going to be like in bed.”


    Her mother perked up like a cat did when a can opener started to run. “Kiss? No one mentioned anything to me about any kiss.”


    “It was nothing,” Kelsie lied, but the memory of it alone had warmth oozing through her. “And you two can stop looking at me that way. I’m not going to bed with Cole.” Her gaze dropped down to the sliver of paper in her hand.


    Or was she?


    * * *


    Kelsie groaned as she eyed the mountain of empty pink hangars and discarded clothes that were strewn across the top of her bed. Her mother, a certified neat freak when it came to clothes, would have had a nervous breakdown if she saw the mess her daughter had made. On second thought, she would probably be thrilled by the fact Kelsie had cared enough to worry about wearing just the right thing on her date with Cole.


    She glanced around with a groan. Every inch of her usually tidy bedroom had suffered the effects of her pre-date dressing frenzy. Purses, from clutches to shoulder bags, were scattered across her dresser and heels of every height and color littered the floor around the bed like the end of a really big shoe sale at a department store. The only thing missing were the boxes and tissue paper.


    Nothing she had tried on seemed quite right for her date with Cole. It was either too businesslike, and she wasn’t about to close any deals with Cole that night, too laid-back, and she wasn’t about to lay anywhere on this date, or too sexy, and sexy was definitely out of the question. That is, with the exception of the lingerie she was wearing, something she had no intention of letting her hunky date see her in.


    Maybe if she had the body to show them off...


    She quickly shoved that thought aside. Cole Maxwell was too perfect. She couldn’t allow herself to lose sight of that. No matter how tempting it was to give in to her attraction to him.


    She glanced at her reflection in the dresser mirror with a frown. Maybe she ought to have taken her mother’s advice and gotten a boob job. At least then she wouldn’t have to worry about what she chose to wear on her date. Cole would be too busy staring at her medically enhanced D cups to really care.


    But D cups were way out of her league. She was too petite to carry anything around that size. Not without becoming a walking circus attraction.


    “Good things come in small packages,” she said, mimicking her mother. It was a phrase Melinda Collins had used often during Kelsie’s teen years. When all of her friends’ breasts were straining at the buttons of their too small, midriff baring tops and she was scarcely out of her training bra. Thank God she’d made it to a small ‘B’.


    It was only after her divorce that her mother started rethinking the ‘small package’ theory. No doubt, her mother’s change in how she looked at her daughter’s lesser endowments was brought about by Kelsie’s own whining. The woman Kyle had been screwing around with behind her back had centerfold-sized boobs and left Kelsie feeling like her failed marriage was her fault. That her less than womanly attributes had Kyle looking elsewhere.


    The phone rang, drawing her from her thoughts.


    “Not again,” she muttered with an eye roll. Her mother had already called three times that day to make sure she wasn’t thinking about backing out of her date.


    Sighing, she crossed the room to answer it, stepping over scattered heels as she went. A sudden thought gave her pause. What if it wasn’t her mother at all, but Cole calling to say something had come up and he needed to cancel their date? Or, even worse, what if he was calling to tell her that he was coming early?


    Oh, that would be great. She was nowhere near ready to go out. And she certainly couldn’t greet him dressed as she was. Not in only her newly purchased Victoria’s Secret bra and panty set.


    Stepping up to the nightstand, she glanced down at the caller ID. Nanci’s cell phone flashed across the screen. She grabbed for the cordless, bringing it up to her ear. “Hey.”


    “Hey back at you. I was just calling to see how things are going.”


    She knew better. She could read her friend like a book. Like her mother, Nanci was calling to make sure she hadn’t gotten cold feet and backed out of her date with Cole. As if anything about her could be cold when Cole Maxwell was involved.


    “Admit it, Nanci. My mother asked you to check up on me, didn’t she?”


    “Now why would you think...? Oh, hell. Yes, I admit your mother suggested I call to see how things are going with you when she called me five minutes ago.”


    At least, her mother was bothering someone else beside her. She’d already had to deal with her mother’s pre-date pep talk. One she had come to know by heart. Show a lot of leg. Wear something sexy that accentuates your figure. And smile a lot. Her mother obviously had her confused with one of Hugh Hefner’s Playboy bunnies. Something she was not.


    “The date’s still on if that’s what you two are worried about.”


    “Don’t be silly. We’re not worried,” her friend replied, but she didn’t sound very confident. “I mean what woman in her right mind would cancel a dinner date with a hottie like Cole Maxwell?”


    Kelsie made her way around the bed. If she were in her right mind, she would.


    “So are you really going to do it?” Nanci asked.


    “Do what?” she asked as she stepped over to the dresser. Knowing her friend, ‘do it’ could have a whole lot of connotations to it. Phone perched between her cheek and shoulder, she began gathering up all her discarded purses.


    “You know,” Nanci said. “Wear that lace thong you bought at Victoria’s Secret.”


    “If you’re referring to this thing I have hiked halfway up my butt crack, then yes, I’m wearing it.”


    “Ooh, I didn’t think you’d do it. The calendar stud is going to love it!”


    She carried the armful of purses back into the walk-in closet and returned them to their storage box. “Well, that would make one of us.”


    “Oh, come on. They’re not that bad. And guys love them.”


    “Then let the men wear them.”


    “Actually, there was this one guy I dated who was fascinated by my underwear. Not the ones on me, but the ones in my drawer. It seems he was into wearing women’s thongs.”


    “Eeew,” Kelsie said with a shudder.


    “My thoughts exactly. Needless to say, I dumped his ass. I mean I don’t mind sharing my dessert with a guy. Or even my deodorant. But my panties are off limits.”


    “I don’t think I have to worry about Cole wanting to wear my thong.”


    “Just wanting to get into it?”


    “He can want all he wants. But he isn’t getting in or even getting a peek at my underwear.” Of course, he might if she didn’t hurry up and decide on something to wear on their date.


    “You never know,” Nanci argued with a giggle. “Just wait until you’re all alone with Mr. Nice Ass in Tight Jeans and see if you’re not dying to have the guy peel all your clothes off.”


    Kelsie frowned. She was already dying to have him peel her clothes off. And it was all Cole’s fault for looking at her the way he did. For kissing her the way he had.


    Help!


    “I hate to cut you off,” she told her friend, “but I really need to finish getting ready.”


    “Okay. Just promise me you aren’t going to wear that awful ‘nun’ blouse you bought last month.” Nanci clicked her tongue. “Can you say major fashion faux pa?”


    She was referring to the white silk blouse Kelsie had picked up from the clearance rack a few weeks before. According to Nanci, it ranked right up there with a nun’s habit because it was virginal white and didn’t show off any cleavage. As if she had that much to show.


    “I’m not,” she assured her. Although it was lying in the pile of things she’d already tried on. Red bra, white blouse, not a good combination.


    “Thank God. Oh, and before I let you go, I was wondering if I could ask you for a favor.”


    “Sure.”


    “Do you think you and Cole could swing by the office and pick up a bag I left on the counter by the phone when I went in last night to confirm patients for Monday? I’d go myself, but John picked up my car this morning to work on the transmission and I’m without back up wheels.”


    John was an auto-mechanic from Reynoldsburg Nanci used to date. Kelsie glanced at the clock. Cole was going to be there in twenty minutes. She had to get a move on.


    “Can’t you pick it up tonight when you and Joe go out?”


    “I would, but we’re headed the other way. And it’s not something I want to leave lying around for anyone to find. But if it’s too much trouble...”


    She wasn’t even going to ask. Knowing Nanci, it was probably sexually oriented pictures of her and one of her many boyfriends. Maybe even a home video.


    “I’ll do it,” she replied as she grabbed up a pair of indigo blue bootleg jeans from the bed.


    “Thanks. Have fun tonight and call me tomorrow. I want all the juicy details.”


    “Bye, Nanci.” She hung up and returned the phone to its cradle. Nanci was going to be sorely disappointed because there wasn’t going to be anything juicy to tell about her date with Cole. Not if she could help it.


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    


    Cole finished the last of the coffee he’d been drinking and then carried the emptied cup over to the sink. It was his third cup within an hour. He figured he was going to need all the caffeine he could get to keep up with Kelsie. Especially, if she decided to run during their date.


    He made his way out to the living room to turn off the television. Then he checked his watch again. Just a little bit longer...


    His cell phone rang and Cole debated answering it. Odds were pretty high that it was Kelsie calling to cancel their date. One she hadn’t wanted to go out on to begin with.


    Relief swept through him when he saw Joe’s number on the screen. He hit Talk and brought the phone to his ear. “Hello?”


    “Hey, buddy. You still at home?”


    “Getting ready to leave.”


    “What time’s your big date with Kelsie?”


    Cole smiled into the phone. “Six.”


    “As in ten minutes ago?” his friend exclaimed. “What the hell are you still doing home?”


    “Talking to you.”


    “You know what I mean. Why aren’t you with Kelsie? Oh, man. She backed out of your date. Didn’t she? Nanci was afraid she’d do that.”


    “She didn’t back out of anything,” Cole said in her defense. At least, not yet she hadn’t.


    “I don’t understand,” his friend said.


    “I’m trying to prove to her that I’m not as perfect as she thinks I am. And being on time for our date would have been the ‘perfect’ thing for me to do. Therefore, I’m going to be late.”


    Joe’s laughter rumbled out of the receiver. “Good point, my man. I can’t say that I would have ever have thought of doing that, but it makes sense.”


    “You wouldn’t have to had to think of doing something like this. Nanci wants to go out with you.”


    “I suppose you have a point.”


    “So where did you two decide to go for your date?”


    “We’re going to hit Charlie’s for drinks and appetizers.”


    “Good luck tonight.”


    “Thanks. I have a feeling I’m going to need it.”


    “Just keep her away from second story windows and you’ll be fine.”


    “You’re a real comedian, Joe.”


    “Sorry. Couldn’t resist.”


    “Catch you later.”


    “Not if things go the way I hope they will tonight. This man’s going to be busy getting lucky with one sexy female. You’re on your own.”


    Cole snapped his phone shut with a grin. If Kelsie managed to slip away from their date as she was known to do, he would be on his own. Literally.


    * * *


    Kelsie glanced at her watch for about the hundredth time since she’d started getting ready for her date with Cole. Only this time she wasn’t counting down the minutes until he arrived. She was counting down the minutes he was late.


    To think that she’d been racing around her apartment like a madwoman, determined to be ready when he arrived. Now here he was twenty-five minutes late. Maybe it wasn’t her backing out of the date that her mother and Nanci should have been worried about. It was Cole doing so.


    Despite all her protests and conflicting emotions when it came to going out with him, now that she’d been stood up Kelsie couldn’t suppress her disappointment.


    She plopped down onto the edge of the overstuffed sofa with a sigh. Why had Cole gone through all the trouble of blackmailing her to go out with him if he had no real intention of taking her out? Maybe he’d finally realized they weren’t compatible. Whatever the reason, she was off the hook. It was what she’d wanted, wasn’t it?


    No matter how hard she tried to convince herself that Cole’s blowing her off was for the best, she couldn’t ignore the deep disappointment she felt because of it. She bent to remove her shoes just as the doorbell rang.


    She straightened with a gasp and then shot to her feet, her heart thumping wildly against the new red satin push-up bra. He’d come.


    The doorbell sounded again.


    “Coming,” she called out, trying to sound as if his being late hadn’t bothered her one bit. She hopped on one foot as she made her way to the door, tugging her tennis shoe back on as she went.


    It no longer mattered that Cole was late for their date, just that he hadn’t stood her up like she’d thought he had. Knowing that he was waiting for her on the other side of that door made her knees weak.


    When she reached the door, she paused to take a deep, calming breath in an attempt to compose herself. She refused to appear as desperate as she really was for the sight of him.


    She reached out and unlocked the door and swung it open to greet him. A startled squeak left her mouth at the sight of him. That incredibly sexy grin she’d waited all week to see again had been replaced by what could only be described as Bugs Bunny teeth with a bad case of periodontal disease.


    Without waiting for an invite, Cole stepped past her into the apartment entryway. “Sorry I’m late, doll. I would have called to let you know I was running behind, but only guys who are perfect do that kind of thing.”


    Guys who are perfect? It took a moment for his words to penetrate her stunned mind. Then, she caught on. Cole’s arriving late. The ugly teeth. His barging into her apartment the way he had.


    She crossed her arms and smiled up at him. “Nice try.”


    He looked at her, his expression one of boyish innocence. “What?”


    “You could’ve shown up with your head shaved and your face painted green and still be classified under ‘too perfect’ in my book.” Literally. There was a chapter in Operation: Date Escape entitled - Beware of Perfect Men.


    With a chuckle, Cole popped the fake ‘hillbilly’ teeth out of his mouth. “Can’t blame a guy for trying.” He circled her with an appraising glance. “You look great.”


    “Thanks.” His compliment brought warmth to her cheeks. “So do you.” They had both dressed casual. Her in her newly purchased jeans and comfy, off-the-shoulder style light blue gauzy top.


    Cole had chosen to wear jeans, too, along with a navy blue, button-down, short sleeve shirt worn open at the neck. A single gold chain rested against his tan skin, just above the sprinkling of dark curls that peeked out from the vee of his open shirt. She could tell he had shaved, but a hint of dark stubble was already returning to that firm jaw. And he smelled great, too. Kind of a musk and citrus mix. The man just flat out oozed sexiness and not in the overkill way her last date, Jack the Strip Club Stud, had.


    “Planning on doing some running?” he asked with a grin as his gaze settled on her feet.


    She looked down at the white leather tennis shoes she had chosen to wear for their date instead of heels, her usual footwear of choice.


    “The message you left on my answering machine said to dress casual. These are casual.”


    “I wasn’t complaining. In fact,” he said, his grin widening, “I find them kind of sexy on you.”


    Sexy wasn’t the look she had been going for when she’d slipped them on. Anything but that. Cole’s unexpected reply had her struggling for a response. “I...you...” If someone could just uncurl her tongue for a moment she might be able to get something out.


    “Just what I thought,” he said. “You were trying to play it safe by wearing those, weren’t you?”


    Ooh, he was good. Too good. She had to remember that. She looked up at him with a smile. “A girl never knows when she might have to make a run for it.”


    “That eager to get to my bed, huh?”


    Her pulse skittered wildly at the thought. “Only in your dreams, Fire Boy.”


    He made her apartment seem incredibly small as he towered over her, that firm jaw beckoning her fingers to explore it. She fought the urge to lean into him and inhale his scent even deeper into her lungs.


    “Okay” he said with a grin, “so if they’re not for racing to my bed, you must be preparing for one of your great date escapes?”


    He was so onto her. “Maybe. Besides, these tie on. And they’re tied tight. No chance of you getting them off me to hold hostage for a second date.”


    He gave a husky chuckle. “Is that a challenge?”


    She never would have believed the thought of having her tennis shoes removed by someone else could be so arousing, but Cole made her wish he was slipping them off her feet right then and there.


    “Considering it?” he teased. “Because I’ll be the first to admit I like a challenge.”


    So did she, which meant she knew better than to issue a challenge she wasn’t prepared to see through. Kelsie forced all thoughts of him removing her clothes from her mind and shook her head. “No. Just stating a fact.”


    “Okay, just making sure.” He turned, looking around the apartment appraisingly. “Nice.”


    Nanci was right. The man filled his jeans well. The dark blue denim hugged his long legs and muscular thighs, and did things to his butt that made her want to reach out and see if it felt as hard as it looked.


    “It sure is,” she muttered, wondering if he’d mind if she copped just one quick little feel. Cole’s husky chuckle as he turned had Kelsie’s eyes snapping up to meet his. Oh, damn, he’d caught her checking out his butt. “I...I mean it’s just right for me.”


    “My butt or your apartment?” he teased with that melt-a-girl-into-a-puddle lone dimpled grin of his.


    That would teach her for not being more discreet with her ogling. “Both,” she admitted, countering his grin with one of her own. “But your butt is off limits.”


    “Says who?” he challenged, taking a step closer to where she stood looking up at him. Tiny lines formed at the outer corners of his dark eyes as his grin widened.


    Ooh, volcanic activity in her lower region. Maybe she’d allow him one little peek at her thong...


    “Forget about it,” she muttered with a frown, immediately reeling that last thought back in. She was not about to give in to her primal urges.


    “Excuse me?”


    She slipped around his lean frame. “I said I just need to grab my purse from the kitchen and then we can go.” Before I drag you down the hall and into my bed.


    * * *


    Thank God women carried purses. If Kelsie hadn’t stepped away to get hers when she did, Cole wasn’t sure where things would have ended up. And the last thing he wanted to do with her was move too fast. She was already skittish when it came to relationships. Even more so about dating him.


    Holding back wasn’t easy around her. She was just so damn sexy. And she wasn’t even trying to be, unlike the women he’d dated before. The women Joe admitted after-the-fact he thought were shallow and boring.


    Remember, Maxwell, you’re trying to convince her just how imperfect you are.


    Problem was, he’d lost focus on his plan the second Kelsie had opened the door to greet him with that sexy little smile of hers and those big beautiful green eyes. Boy, had he lost focus.


    The phone rang once and then stopped. Kelsie must have picked it up in the kitchen. He leaned against the doorframe and ran a hand over the fake hillbilly teeth in his jean pocket with a smile. She was on to him, which meant their date wasn’t going to be nearly as easy to screw up as he’d hoped it would be. But something told him it was going to be well worth the effort.


    A minute later, she stepped from the kitchen, purse in hand. “Sorry. Phone call.”


    “Should I be jealous?” he teased as they made their way outside. But the thought of another man calling Kelsie didn’t sit well with him. Not at all.


    “Not unless you’re jealous of a nosey older woman with incredibly bad timing.”


    “Your mother?” he asked as they stopped next to his truck.


    She laughed. “How did you know?”


    “Lucky guess.”


    She slung her purse over her shoulder and tipped her head to look up at him. “Do you think we could just videotape our date so I won’t have to answer a million questions afterwards? My mother can just watch the video.”


    Grinning, he reached past her to open the passenger door. “Are you sure you’re not using your mother as an excuse?”


    “An excuse for what?”


    “To have a video to remember me by since you’re so certain we won’t be going out again.”


    Her beautiful green eyes studied him for a long moment before she said, “I hope you realize that our not going out again is nothing against you. You seem to be a really nice guy.”


    Maybe so, but not tonight. Tonight, he was a bad boy waiting to happen. Pushing aside the urge to help her up into the cab of his truck, he stepped away.


    “We’d better get going.” Before I give in to the urge to press you against my truck and taste those lips again.


    He turned away and rounded the truck, the gentleman in him finding it incredibly hard to walk away without helping her up. He settled behind the wheel and started the engine while Kelsie climbed up into the cab on her own.


    The subtle scent of wildflowers and something more exotic filled the enclosed space, teasing his senses. Everything about this China doll teased his senses.


    “Cole, would you mind stopping by my office on our way to dinner? I need to pick something up.”


    “No, I don’t mind.” He put the truck in gear and pulled away from the curb. “What’s the address?”


    She recited it off to him as she buckled her seatbelt. “It’ll be on our left. The office is a restored Victorian house with white siding and light blue shutters.


    “I know the place.” He’d passed by the old Victorian many times on calls, but had never paid it much mind. Now every time he would pass by it he’d be thinking about her.


    She turned to him. “So how long have you been a firefighter?”


    His grip tightened on the wheel. “Close to fifteen years,” he replied, waiting for her to respond like the other women he’d dated had.


    “Wow. That’s a long time.”


    He nodded. “I suppose so.”


    “I think that’s great.”


    Her comment took him by surprise. His gaze left the road ahead to settle on her face. “You do?”


    She laughed softly. “I wouldn’t have said so if I didn’t mean it. I told you before. I admire someone who dedicates their life to rescuing others from accidents and burning buildings, and...” she added with a blush, “trees.”


    Laughter rumbled in his chest. “Yeah, well, we firefighters go through hours of training to teach us the proper technique for rescuing sexy women from trees.”


    “Is that so?” she replied, her tone just as teasing.


    “Okay,” he confessed, “so I might be exaggerating a little bit about the how-to-rescue-a-sexy-woman training, but not about what I said about your being sexy.”


    She averted her gaze, looking out the passenger window. “I’m not the least bit sexy.”


    “I beg to differ as would all the guys at the firehouse.”


    Kelsie turned to face him, one bent, jean-clad knee resting atop the bench seat. “Tell me more.”


    “About how hot the guys at the firehouse think you are?” he asked with a grin as he turned onto the main street.


    “No,” she said, laughing softly. “About you. What made you decide to pursue a career in firefighting? I can only imagine the kind of dedication and strength, both mentally and physically, it takes to do that.”


    She didn’t seem the least bit uneasy about his chosen career, just curious. The tension he’d felt moments before when she’d begun asking about his job melted away.


    “After graduation I went through several unfulfilling jobs before I finally decided to follow in my father’s footsteps and become a firefighter.”


    “Oh, I didn’t realize you and your father worked together.”


    “We don’t. He retired about two years ago, but even then we didn’t work together. He worked out of Station 72 in Upper Arlington, but retired a few years ago and took Mom to Florida. She hates the cold winters.”


    “Your mother must be very proud of you.”


    “She’d be happier if I would settle down and give her grandchildren.”


    “Oh, believe me, I can sympathize with you there. Only my mother thinks it’s going to take my getting a boob job to get her some grandkids.”


    He chuckled. “Unless I missed something in my medic training, breasts have nothing to do with the reproductive system.”


    “Not according to my mother. Big boobs are like honeysuckle blooms to bees. Men swarm to them. Catch a man’s attention and the rest will follow. Sort of a prelude to reproduction.” She glanced down at her shirt. “Needless to say I didn’t follow her advice.”


    “I’m glad.”


    “What?”


    “I think you look good just the way you are.”


    Color flooded her cheeks, turning them a deep shade of pink that only made her more attractive to Cole. “Thanks,” she said with a warm smile. “I don’t suppose you could convince my mother of that, do you?”


    “I’d be happy to give it a try.”


    “On second thought,” she said, “never mind. If I took a guy like you home with me─”


    “You mean a guy who’s too perfect,” he said, cutting her off with a frown. Trying to shake this good guy image she had of him was damn hard.


    “Exactly. If I took you to my mother’s, she would have her tape measure out in a flash.”


    His brows shot up. “Excuse me?”


    She laughed. “Not for what you’re thinking.” Then she quickly added, “It’s worse.”


    “Worse?”


    She nodded. “Yes. She’d be sizing you up for a wedding tux.”


    “Oh.” That wasn’t nearly as disturbing as having her mother want to measure his... Cole pushed that thought aside with another chuckle. Despite Kelsie’s concerns about her mother’s reaction to him, he really had to find some way to meet the woman. Maybe work on scoring some Brownie points and hopefully find himself an ally, because he knew even before this date was finished that he wanted to see Kelsie again.


    “Do you have any brothers or sisters?” she asked.


    He shook his head. “Nope. I’m like you. The one and only.” He turned into the parking lot behind Kelsie’s office and cut the engine. “Here we are.”


    “Thanks.” Opening the door, she slid from the cab. “I’ll just be a second.”


    He watched her go, enjoying the view, and then stepped out of the truck to stretch. They couldn’t have asked for a nicer evening for their date. Though it was summer and the humidity had been close to unbearable the past few days, it wasn’t that night.


    He looked up as a light breeze stirred the leaves on the trees around him, cooling the air even more. No doubt a prelude to the rain that was predicted to move into the area the next morning.


    The back door to the Victorian-house-turned-office opened and Kelsie stepped back outside. Juggling a brown paper bag in one hand, she dug through her purse in search of something.


    “Everything okay?” he called out.


    “I can’t find the key,” she replied. “I stuck it in my purse when I went inside.”


    He walked up to her and reached for the bag so she’d be free to search for the key. “I’ll hold this.”


    “Thanks. This purse is a bottomless pit when it comes to finding things.” She dug deeper, finally locating her key ring. “Got it.”


    Shoving the key into the lock, she gave it a quick turn and then tested the door to make certain it had latched. Then she turned to him with a smile. “All set. I’ll take that now.” She reached for the bag.


    He let go as her hand curled over the rolled up top of the brown paper bag. Unfortunately, she didn’t have a good enough grip on it and it dropped to the ground with a loud thud. The thin paper sack split open, spilling its contents everywhere.


    “What the...” His eyes rounded and his jaw went slack as he stared down at the assortment of vibrators strewn out across the shadow-dappled walkway.


    Whoa!


    “Oh, shit,” Kelsie exclaimed, her cheeks instantly turning a vibrant shade of red. She fell to her knees and scrambled to gather up the assortment of sex toys scattered around her. “They’re not mine,” she insisted as she reached for a package that read THE GLOW WORM.


    He couldn’t help but grin. “Let me guess,” he said as he knelt to help her. “They belong to a friend?”


    “Exactly,” she blurted out, looking up at him. “They do.”


    He arched a brow.


    “It’s true. I swear. And I’m going to kill Nanci the second I see her again.”


    Nanci. Now that made more sense. She was more the ‘Glow Worm’ kind of girl. An odd sense of relief surged through him. Not that he was uptight when it came to people finding sexual pleasure. It was just hard to imagine Kelsie having that kind of sexual weapons arsenal.


    He continued picking up the boxes. “I had no idea there were so many kinds of these things.”


    She laughed. “This is nothing.”


    He returned the last of the battery-operated joy-toys to what was left of the bag and then stood, carefully handing it over to Kelsie. “Looks like Joe’s got himself a lot of competition.”


    She laughed. “Nanci doesn’t use them. Well, I suppose she might, but that’s really not any of my business. My guess is that these are for her collection.”


    “Collection?”


    She nodded. “Yes. You know how some men collect baseball cards?”


    He nodded.


    “Instead of cards, she collects vibrators.”


    Kelsie was the only person he knew that could make that kind of comparison and have it sound like her friend’s obsession with fake phalluses wasn’t somewhat out of the norm.


    “Tell me something,” he said with a grin.


    “Yes?”


    “You don’t happen to have any odd hobbies I should know about before we go out tonight, do you?”


    “Too late,” she said. “We’re already out. But you don’t have to worry. All I have is a really small leather whip collection. And I almost never bring them out until at least the second date.” That said, she flashed him a smile and stepped past him, making her way back to the truck.


    He watched her go, the alluring sway of her behind drawing his gaze like a magnet. He couldn’t help but chuckle. Whip collection. Now that was funny. Kelsie wasn’t the wild, leather whip toting kind of girl. Of course, she didn’t seem like the type to crawl out of a strip club window either.


    She turned and winked at him from the open passenger side window, kicking his heart rate up several notches. Was it possible she wasn’t kidding about having a whip collection? He had to admit that his curiosity was definitely peaked. There seemed to be only one way to find out for sure. He had to get to that second date.


    


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    


    “Mexican is my favorite,” Kelsie said with a smile as they pulled into the parking lot of a quaint little Mexican restaurant just on the outskirts of downtown Columbus.


    “I know,” he said. “You mentioned that you enjoy spicy, southwestern food when I called to confirm our date. That’s why I decided on this place.”


    “I didn’t expect...”


    “Would you rather eat somewhere else?”


    “No. This place looks really nice.”


    He shut off the engine and turned to her. “Then what’s wrong?”


    “Nothing. I just can’t believe you did this for me.”


    “I wouldn’t have asked you what kinds of foods you like if I didn’t intend to use the information when making our dinner plans.”


    She studied him for a long moment. “You’re different than any of the men I’ve dated.”


    “Considering the last guy had you climbing out of a two story window, I’ll take that as a compliment.”


    She couldn’t help but laugh. “It was meant that way.”


    “Damn,” he said as he stepped out of the truck.


    She watched him walk around to her side. “Damn?” she asked as she opened the door to join him in the parking lot.


    “You’re killing my bad boy image. You know that, don’t you?”


    The harder he tried to pretend he wasn’t perfect, the more perfect he became in her eyes. She’d never been so attracted to a man before, not even Kyle. But she wasn’t about to tell Cole that. No sense leading him on. This date was a one-time thing.


    “Sorry,” she told him with a grin. “By all means don’t let me interfere with your attempt to be a ‘bad boy’.”


    They walked up to the entrance where Mexican music played out from an overhead speaker. Cole opened the door and then paused, as if intending to hold it for her. Then something closely resembling mischief flickered in those dark eyes and he stepped inside, leaving her to manage the door on her own.


    She followed him inside, not the least bit phased by this bad boy game he was playing with her. “Nice try.” Truth be told, this was the most fun she’d had on a date in... Well, in her entire life.


    “There’s no trying to it,” he said with a wink. Then he reached for her hand and led her over to the hostess stand. “Before this night’s over, you’re going to see that I’m really not the perfect guy you make me out to be.”


    “You’re going to have to try a little harder to make that happen.”


    “The date’s just beginning. There’s still time.”


    Just then, a young woman dressed in a long, brightly colored skirt and a white peasant-style blouse hurried over to greet them.


    “We have a reservation for dinner,” he told her.


    “The name on the reservation, please?” she asked with a welcoming smile.


    “It’s under Maxwell,” he told her. “Party of two.”


    She glanced down at the reservation book lying open on the wooden counter and then back up at Cole with a practiced smile. “Your table is ready, Mr. Maxwell. Please follow me.” Grabbing two menus and a basket of tortilla chips from behind the counter, she led them into the dimly lit dining room.


    Candlelight from the surrounding tables flickered off the terracotta walls while bold, Aztec-looking designs in shades of red, yellow, blue and orange fell in random patterns across the taupe carpet.


    Kelsie whispered as he helped her into her seat, “Are bad boys normally this polite?”


    “Only when they’re distracted by a beautiful woman,” he whispered back and then made his way around to the chair across from her.


    Smiling, the hostess placed the basket of chips on the table and handed them each a menu. “Your server will be right with you. Enjoy your meal.”


    He leaned back in his seat, his gaze fixed on Kelsie as the woman walked away. “Oh, I fully intend to.”


    “Will you stop that?” she chided.


    “What?”


    “Flirting with me.”


    “Can’t help myself,” he said, that lone dimple begging her hand to run over it. “Have you ever been here before?”


    The question had her tearing her captivated gaze from his mouth and looking around the room, taking in the colorful hand-woven rugs that hung on the wall between shelves lined with clay pots, piñatas, and fancy sombreros. “No.” She turned back to Cole. “Have you?”


    He shook his head. “No. Joe suggested it.”


    “Nanci said they’re going out tonight.”


    “Without her bag of goodies?” he said with a grin that had his dimple deepening even more.


    She blushed at the mention of the sex-toys she and Cole had collected from the sidewalk outside of her office on their way there. “Joe’s safe for tonight. Unless she takes him home with her. She’s got an entire curio filled with her ‘toys’.”


    “I don’t think Nanci’s sexual arsenal collection would bother Joe one bit. The guy’s got the major hots for her.”


    “It goes both ways,” she said reaching for her menu. “She really likes him. At least what she’s learned about him via the phone calls they’ve been sharing.” Nanci and Joe weren’t the only ones who had the hots for someone. The more time she spent with Cole, the ‘hotter’ she got.


    “Must be some interesting conversation going on between them,” he muttered as he glanced over his own menu. “I’ve never known Joe to take so many cold showers.”


    “Nanci has that effect on men.”


    “She’s not the only one.”


    Her pulse skittered wildly. Was he implying that she... No, she thought, giving herself a mental headshake. She must have misunderstood him. She wasn’t the sort of woman who drove men to take cold showers.


    “You know,” she said, looking everywhere but at him, “between the music and the authentic decor, I feel like I’m vacationing at some resort in Mexico.”


    “You could be.”


    “What?” Her attention shifted, focusing solely on Cole.


    “If you’d like to be sitting at a resort in Mexico, I could make that happen. How do you feel about Cancun?” he asked as he grabbed a tortilla chip from the basket. “I’ve got vacation time still available for the taking.”


    She couldn’t tell by his expression if he meant what he’d just suggested, or if he was just playing around with her. The man did like to tease. “You’re not serious.”


    He plunged his chip into the salsa. “Sure I am.”


    “You hardly know me.”


    “I know enough,” he said, taking a bite of the salsa coated tortilla chip. “And don’t forget, tonight I’m breaking out of my too-perfect shell and showing you my bad boy side. So, in answer to your question, the offer still stands.”


    Her stomach fluttered with the possibility of spending a week or even a weekend at some beach resort with Cole the bad boy. Who was she kidding? Even Cole the good boy made her hot, no matter how hard she tried to fight it. They were sitting in the middle of a busy Mexican restaurant, surrounded by papier-mâché animals and clay pots, and all she could think about was doing the naked cha-cha with her date.


    “Kelsie?”


    Her gaze shifted to the toothy grin that had moved across his handsome face. “Yes?”


    “What are you hungry for?”


    You. “W..what?”


    He nodded to his left where a waitress stood waiting to take their order and asked, “What’ll you have?”


    “Oh, sorry.” She looked down at her menu. “I think I’ll have a chicken burrito with a side of Cole cake.”


    “Cole cake?” The waitress leaned over to peer at the menu in confusion.


    “I believe that would be corn cake,” he clarified with a chuckle. “And I’ll try the steak fajitas. Hold the guacamole. Oh, and we’d like a side of con queso dip, please.”


    As soon as the waitress collected the menus and hurried off toward the kitchen, he leaned in across the table. “Cole cake, huh?”


    “Don’t let it go to your head,” she warned in a hushed whisper, and then quickly followed that up with, “Either of them.”


    “Too late.”


    Her eyes widened and her pulse quickened. He was really good at being bad.


    “So about Cancun...?”


    “I’ll think about it.” The words were out before she could stop them.


    “Good.” He reached for his drink and sat back smiling.


    What was she thinking? She couldn’t go to Mexico with him. Not with those seductive tropical nights, sugary beaches, and crystal clear water. And definitely not with Cole lying around bare-chested under that hot Mexican Caribbean sun.


    “I can’t go,” she blurted out.


    “That was quick.”


    “I...uh, my mother wouldn’t like me flying off with a man I barely know.”


    The humor glinting in his dark eyes told her he wasn’t buying her excuse. “Then I guess you’ll have to go out with me again, so we can get to know each other better.”


    Ooh, she had stepped right into that one. Fortunately for her, the waitress arrived with the spicy cheese dip he had ordered for them saving her a response.


    They exchanged small talk about their families, jobs and themselves as they ate the appetizer Cole had ordered for them. There was no denying the sexual attraction sparking between them. Thankfully for her, he had let the subject of Cancun drop. At least, for the time being. And it was a good thing. Cole had no idea how close she’d been to accepting his impromptu vacation invitation.


    A few minutes later, their server returned with their dinners.


    “Mmm...it looks so good,” Cole said with a hungry groan as the woman placed his plate on the table in front of him. But it wasn’t his meal he was looking at. He was looking across the table at her.


    “It sure does,” Kelsie heard herself reply, despite the fact she hadn’t so much as glanced at her plate either.


    He looked away just long enough to thank their server. Then the woman walked away, leaving them alone once again. His attention shifted right back to her. “I wonder if they taste as good as they look.”


    With his gaze fixed to intently on her mouth, her first instinct was to wet her lips with her tongue. But her mouth had suddenly gone dry. “Maybe you should taste them and find out.”


    That seemed to snap Cole out of his lip-induced trance. “W...what?”


    “Your fajitas,” she said. Or my lips. God help her she was seriously attracted to this man. All the effort she put into controlling her desire where men were concerned was quickly going up in smoke.


    He cleared his throat and straightened in his chair. “Uh, yeah, my fajitas.” He reached for a flour tortilla, filling it with steak, grilled onions and peppers, some lettuce, cheese and a dab of sour cream.


    It was clear she wasn’t the only one affected by whatever this thing was between them. “Well? How is it?”


    “Good,” he muttered between bites, then nodded toward her still untouched plate. “You might want to start eating yours before it gets cold.”


    She’d been caught ogling again. Damn. Kelsie tore her gaze away from that strong jaw and firm lips and reached for her fork, cutting into her corn cake.


    “As good as it looks?” he asked as the fork slid from her mouth.


    She looked up at him from across the candlelit table and grinned. “Best Cole cake I ever had.”


    He gave a husky chuckle, shaking his head. “How any man ever let you get away is beyond me.”


    The bite she’d just taken caught in her throat, wedged in there just above the knot of emotion that had suddenly formed. She reached for her glass.


    “Kelsie?”


    She waved his worry off. “I’m okay,” she said, her words strained.


    “I didn’t say that to upset you.”


    “I know.” He wasn’t like Kyle whose standards she never could quite measure up to. “I was just thinking that it was pretty easy for my ex to let me go.”


    “What happened?” He frowned. “You don’t have to answer that if you don’t want to.”


    “No, it’s okay. Kyle simply moved on to what he considered bigger and better.”


    “Well, bigger isn’t always better,” he told her. Reaching across the table to cover her hand with his own, he stroked the back of it lightly with his thumb. “Kyle was either an idiot, or blind, deaf and dumb, because it doesn’t get any better than what he let slip away.”


    His words touched a part of her that hadn’t been touched in a long time. Her heart. Her experience with Kyle had left her unwilling to risk letting anyone close again. Cole wasn’t the first man to say flattering things to her since her divorce, but his were the only words that ever felt truly genuine.


    She pulled her hand away and grabbed for her purse, standing up from the table. “Excuse me.”


    His tender smile faded away. “Kelsie?” He started to stand.


    “No, don’t get up,” she implored with a soft smile. “I just need to make a trip to the little girl’s room.”


    Apparently satisfied with her answer, he settled back into his chair and watched her go.


    She made her way out of the dining room as fast as her white leather sneakers would carry her, needing to put distance between herself and the only man who ever made her think of hot sex, a house with a yard, and babies all at the same time. Something that had never happened with Kyle. At least, not all at once.


    And the sex with her ex had never been all that hot now that she really thought about it. But something told her it would be with Cole.


    She slipped into the bathroom and moved along the row of bright red stall doors, making certain she was alone. Then she reached into her purse and pulled out her cell phone. Her fingers trembled as she punched in Nanci’s number.


    “Hello?”


    “Oh, thank God, you answered,” she said with a sigh of relief as she paced the tile floor.


    “Kelsie? What’s wrong?”


    “Everything. Cole picked me up late for our date.”


    Nanci laughed. “Typical man.”


    “And he was wearing these horrible fake hillbilly teeth,” she continued, ignoring her friend’s amusement at Cole’s antics. “Then he had the nerve to suggest that bag of battery eaters you had me pick up for you at the office belonged to me.”


    “What?” her friend gasped at the other end of the line. “You let him look in the bag?”


    “What bag?” a male voice repeated in the background.


    “It’s nothing,” Nanci told him and then whispered into the phone. “I can’t believe you showed him what was in it.”


    “I didn’t have to,” she said in her own defense. “Your little goody bag slipped from my hand and spilled out all over the office sidewalk.”


    “Oh, shit.”


    “Oh, shit is right. Remind me to strangle you for that little incident later.”


    “Noted.”


    “I should let you get back to your date with Joe.”


    “He can wait. Now talk.”


    “I sort of need your help.”


    “Don’t tell me you’re stuck in a tree again.”


    “No, I’m not stuck in a tree again.” She turned to see a woman standing beneath the restroom’s arched entryway, her questioning expression brought on no doubt by the tree comment.


    She smiled at the woman who immediately disappeared into a stall with a resounding click of its latch.


    “Kelsie, you still there?”


    “I’m here.”


    “Tell me what’s wrong.”


    She turned toward the mirror and lowered her voice. “I had to get into that big truck of his all by myself and Cole hasn’t opened one single door for me all evening.”


    “Like I said, typical man.”


    Her friend was so wrong. There was nothing at all typical about Cole Maxwell. “He keeps looking at me like I’m about to be his next meal.”


    “Why that jerk! How dare he find you sexy?”


    “Whose side are you on anyway?” she muttered in irritation.


    “Sorry. Where are you?”


    “At this wonderfully romantic Mexican restaurant near downtown Columbus,” she replied with a sigh. “It’s been the best date of my life.”


    “Hold on a moment,” Nanci cut in. “Are we still discussing the same date we were a moment ago? The one you’re on with Cole?”


    “Uh huh.”


    “Now you’ve totally lost me.”


    “Don’t you see? He’s trying so hard to screw this date up so I’ll go out with him again.”


    “Blame it on the wine Joe and I have been drinking, but I don’t get it.”


    Kelsie leaned over to check her lipstick in the mirror and then fidgeted nervously with her hair. “The last thing I want to do is fall for a guy who is the complete package.”


    “When did a guy being everything a girl’s looking for become a bad thing?”


    “Since my divorce. I made that mistake once before and look how things turned out. You know that’s why I didn’t want to go out with Cole in the first place. Yet, here I am. And I certainly had no intention of falling for another guy who seems to be everything I want in a man.”


    “Whoa. Back up a sec. Did you just say had?”


    “What?”


    “You did. You said you ‘had’ no intention of falling for another guy,” she repeated. “I can’t believe it. He’s winning you over.”


    “I think so,” she groaned, the realization of it washed over her like a tidal wave. “Oh, damn.”


    “Kelsie?” her friend said anxiously.


    “I have to go.”


    “Kelsie, wait-”


    “No time. I’ll call you later.”


    Before Nanci could reply, she disconnected and shoved the phone back into her purse. She had to get out of there and fast.


    * * *


    Joe stepped up behind the bar stool Nanci was seated on and slipped his arms around her. “Problem?”


    “Yes and no. That was Kelsie.”


    He glanced at his watch with a frown. “Trouble in paradise already, huh?”


    She nodded, tipping her head to the side as he nibbled on the curve of her ear. “Mmm hmm,”


    “What happened?”


    “Apparently, your buddy is doing everything he can to prove to Kelsie that he’s not a good guy and she’s all confused.”


    He settled back onto the stool beside hers with a heavy sigh. “I was afraid his plan to prove to her that he’s not perfect might backfire. That’s too bad, because Cole really has a thing for her.”


    She spun on her stool to face her date. “I didn’t say that her confusion was a bad thing. For her maybe, but for Cole it’s a good sign.”


    “I don’t understand,” he said, reaching for his glass of wine.


    “She’s upset, because despite your friend’s attempt to be a bad date, Kelsie is hot for him.”


    “I’ll be damn, it’s actually working.”


    She reached into the lined basket in front of her for the last remaining hot wing. “Don’t get too excited. I’m not sure even Cole will be able to break through the wall Kelsie’s put up when it comes to men.”


    “Sound like it’s a start. And Cole’s never been a quitter.”


    “I really hope not.” She wanted nothing more than to see her best friend truly happy again.


    “Her ex was a real jerk, huh?”


    “That’s putting it mildly.”


    “What happened?”


    She paused to lick some hot sauce off her fingertips. “Long story.”


    “I have all night. But if you keep licking your fingers that way we won’t be spending the evening here.”


    She smiled at him and sucked one more fingertip. “And the alternative would be?”


    “My bed.”


    “Tempting. Pity that was the last of the wings,” she said, wiggling her now clean fingers in front of him.


    “Bartender,” Joe called out. “Another order of wings. Extra sauce.”


    Nanci laughed at the urgency in his voice. The same urgency she felt at the thought of him taking her to bed that night.


    “Make it to go,” she added with a grin as the bartender headed for the kitchen.


    “My kind of woman.”


    “I guess we’ll find out.”


    “Seeing as how we have to wait on your wing order, how about that long story?”


    Why not? It wasn’t as if Kelsie wanted her divorce from Kyle the shithead kept a secret. “Okay, to make a long story short, Kelsie met her ex in college and he was everything she wanted in a guy - smart, attentive, career focused. Only he focused a little too much on the career part after they got married.”


    Joe listened intently. “So they divorced because he worked too many hours?”


    “It wasn’t the hours he was putting in, it was who he was putting them in with. He was screwing the office cleaning lady.”


    “Oh, hell.”


    “It gets worse. She walked in on them during one of their after hour sex romps.”


    His expression hardened into one of anger. “No wonder she’s so leery of relationships with men. So where’s the asshole now?”


    She shrugged. “I have no idea. She hasn’t had a thing to do with him since their divorce. Lucky for him. Because if it were me, I’d have bought a voodoo doll and seen to it that Kyle’s dick shriveled up and fell off.”


    Laughter rumbled in his broad chest. “Remind me never to piss you off.”


    “Your order’s ready,” the bartender said a few minutes later, placing a carryout bag on the bar in front of them.


    “Thanks.” Joe handed him a ten. “Keep the change.” Then he turned to Nanci. “You ready?”


    “I’ve been ready.”


    “Then what are we waiting for?” He grabbed the bag from the counter.


    “Joe...”


    “Change your mind already?” he teased as they stepped outside.


    “Not on your life. I was just wondering if you’d mind going to my place instead. There’s something I need to show you.” Better he see her collection for himself than hear about it from Cole which he was bound to now that his friend had learned about her ‘hobby’.


    “Don’t tell me you’re secretly a man,” he teased.


    She laughed, hitting him playfully with her purse. “This isn’t one of those crazy assed talk shows.”


    Grinning, he slipped an arm around her waist, pulling her closer as they walked. “You’re so damn sexy when you get stirred up.”


    “You haven’t seen anything yet. Now get me home and ‘stir’ me up some more.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER TWELVE


    


    “Going somewhere?”


    Kelsie froze, her hand on the cast iron handle of the large wooden door at the restaurant’s entrance. Slowly, she turned around, offering what could only be perceived as a thoroughly guilty smile.


    “Would you believe I was just stepping out for some fresh air?”


    The woman was a pathetic liar. “And a taxi, too?” Cole asked as he moved toward her.


    “No. I...well...”


    “No need to call for a taxi. I’ll drive.”


    “But dinner...”


    His experience where she was concerned told him to expect this very thing. He held up the carryout bag he’d asked for as soon as she left the table. “Is right here. Come on, let’s go.”


    Her shoulders sagged. “How did you know I was thinking about leaving?”


    “Thinking?”


    “Okay, leaving. How did you know?”


    How could he not? She’d taken far too long for it to be a simple bathroom break. And given her track record on dates, he’d guessed right. Here she was, trying to pull a date escape on him, too.


    “Lucky guess,” he replied.


    “Cole...” she muttered apologetically.


    “It’s okay.” He offered a reassuring smile. “That’s what they make carry-out for.” Slipping an arm around her waist, he walked her out of the restaurant. “Where to?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “We can’t very well eat in the parking lot and I’ve already given up our table here. So it looks like it’s either your place or mine.”


    “I don’t get it. Why are you doing this?”


    Why was he doing this? That was a good question. If any other woman had tried to walk out on him, he’d have let her keep on going and moved on with his life. But with Kelsie it was different. She wasn’t dumping dates to be hurtful. She was running, no doubt afraid of being hurt by a man again, something he would never do to her.


    He offered a tender smile as they moved toward his truck. “Truth is I’m doing this because there are certain times when people need to be saved from themselves.”


    “I don’t want to be saved by any man,” she said, a little too defensively to be convincing. “Especially, by you.”


    Setting the carryout bag on the ground at his feet, he pulled his truck keys from the front pocket of his jeans and unlocked the passenger door.


    “Tell me something, Kelsie. Are you trying to convince me of that or yourself?”


    She said nothing.


    He turned back around to face her. “Fight it all you want, but you can’t deny what’s going on between us.”


    She looked up at him, her eyes searching his. “What is happening between us, Cole?”


    He eased her against the side of the truck and moved in, bracketing his arms around her. “I’m not sure. What I do know is that you and I both felt the heat sparking between us back in that restaurant. And that scares the hell out of you. So rather than take the risk to see where things might go between us, you run.”


    “I wasn’t running.”


    He arched a challenging brow as he stood staring into those big, beautiful green eyes of hers.


    “Okay, so maybe I was. I just wanted...” her words trailed off.


    He leaned closer. “What Kelsie? Tell me what it is you wanted?”


    She shook her head. “I can’t.”


    “Then let me tell you. Better yet, let me show you.” He lowered his mouth to hers, giving in to the need to taste those sweet lips again.


    She didn’t try and pull away. Instead, she rose up on her toes, curling her arms around his neck. Her slender form pressed intimately against his as she willingly returned his kiss.


    He ran his fingertips along the delicate curve of her neck. “So sweet,” he whispered against her mouth.


    She moaned softly and tipped her head back, opening for his kiss.


    His hand moved up to cup the back of her head. The silken strands of her hair caressed the back of his hand, the sensual feel of it eliciting a groan that rumbled deep in his throat. He had never wanted a woman with the intensity that he wanted her.


    Unable to resist, he deepened the kiss.


    


    Despite the intense fear she had of falling for Cole, giving him the slip was the last thing on Kelsie’s mind at that moment.


    Nanci was right. His kiss was going to burn a hole right through her thong’s miniscule cotton crotch. Maybe even set the entire thing on fire and she didn’t even care. She wanted to burn.


    Shifting slightly without breaking the kiss, Cole slid his hand across the truck’s rear quarter panel until it made contact with the door handle. He opened it and then finally pulled away.


    She groaned her dismay. “Cole...” her words were no more than a breathy plea.


    Smiling, he reached up and ran a finger across her pouting lip. “I think we’d better take this somewhere a little more private.”


    She nodded. “I think you’re right.”


    She had already caused enough talk around town with her tree-climbing escapade behind the strip club. A few more minutes of locking lips with Cole in the parking lot and she’d be stripping.


    Literally.


    “Let’s get out of here,” she told him with an urgency that she felt clear down to her toes.


    His large hands curled about her waist, lifting her effortlessly up into the cab. “You never did say. My place or yours?”


    Who was he kidding? she thought as she settled onto the bench seat. At this point, the parking lot was looking pretty tempting. “Whichever’s closer,” she said, sounding slightly breathy.


    “My place it is then,” he said, closing the door.


    Pulse racing, she watched him make his way around to his side of the truck. He was taking her home. To his place. His bed.


    So much for self-control.


    He settled behind the wheel and slid the key into the ignition. Then he turned to look at her. “You sure about this?”


    “Yes.” She had never been more certain of anything in her life.


    “I just don’t want you regretting this tomorrow.”


    “Will you?”


    “Hell, no.”


    “Good. Now stop being such a gentleman and take me home. Bad boy you are tonight.”


    “Into bad boys, huh?” he asked with a grin.


    “Big time.”


    “Guess it’s my lucky night.” He started the engine and backed out of the parking space.


    “You know, one thing about bad boys is they’re a lot safer to date.”


    He pulled out of the restaurant parking lot and onto the street. “You think so?”


    “I know so. The last thing they’re looking for is a commitment.”


    “I see. A bit commitment-phobic are we?”


    He had no idea.


    “Looks like you’re going to be living on the edge tonight.”


    * * *


    “Damn,” Nanci swore, her fingers trembling as she attempted to insert the key into the lock of her apartment door.


    “Here,” Joe said, taking the key ring from her hand. “Let me.”


    What was wrong with her? She’d never been this way around a man before. Oh, she’d been sexually aroused, but this was like being sexually charged. Her entire body ached to have Joe’s hard, naked body beneath it. Above it. Behind it


    “Nanci...”


    She snapped out of her lust induced thoughts to look up into his smiling face.


    “It’s open,” he said, motioning toward the door.


    “Well,” she said, feeling like a nervous teenager, “I guess we should go in.”


    He handed her the keys with a husky chuckle. “Sounds like a plan to me.”


    He followed her inside. “Can I get you a beer or another glass of wine?” she asked with a flirty smile.


    “I’m good for the night.”


    She could just bet he would be. She’d already shared hot, steamy phone sex with Joe. Seductive conversation that had left her squirming in her sheets and fantasizing for more. This was the night. Spending the night in Joe’s arms promised incredible pleasure.


    “Nice place,” he said, looking around.


    “Thanks.” She carried the Styrofoam container of wings into the kitchen. “It’s small but it’s mine.” She set the box down and poured herself a glass of wine, hoping it might ease this unexpected case of nerves that had come over her. “You sure you don’t want any?”


    “Are you referring to the wine or something else?” he teased with a grin from where he lounged against the kitchen doorway.


    “Wine, of course.” She turned away from him with a smile and opened the wing box. “Wing?”


    “I’d prefer a thigh or a breast,” he replied with the same seductively husky tone he’d used on the phone.


    She turned to face him. “I’ll see what I can do.”


    His gaze moved over her assessingly. “So when do I get to find out what your big secret is?”


    “It’s not big, just a little unusual.”


    His lips parted in a toothy grin that made her legs weak. “Now you really have my attention.”


    “And I didn’t before?” she teased.


    “Babe, you’ve had it since that night you were bouncing up and down behind the strip club, waving us over.” He pushed away from the doorframe and strode over to her, all six foot some inches of lean, mean, firefighting machine.


    She swallowed hard, her normally overabundant sexual confidence flagging as he closed the distance between them. She tried to remind herself that she was a tigress when it came to seduction. She controlled men, not the other way around.


    He reached out to cup her cheek, stroking it lightly with his thumb. “I promise you’ve got my full and undivided attention tonight.”


    She reached back, dropping the half-eaten wing onto the open box lid. Then she went to wrap her arms around his neck and stopped.


    “Nanci?”


    She leaned back and held her hand up between them, wriggling her fingers. “Wing sauce.”


    Joe backed her up against the faux granite countertop, taking her hand in his. “Not a problem.” He brought her fingers to his lips and sucked each and every one in slow torturous strokes.


    She groaned softly. “Joe...”


    “Mmmm.”


    She squeezed her thighs together as a rush of desire moistened her newly purchased panties. “I collect vibrators!” she blurted out.


    He lifted his head to look at her. “What?”


    She was in desperate need for some mental regrouping. “That’s my secret.”


    His mouth curled up into a grin. “Vibrators?”


    She nodded.


    “Should I be jealous?”


    “What?”


    “Sounds like I have a lot of competition.”


    She laughed softly. “Something tells me that if there was a competition my vibrators would lose hands down against you.”


    He lowered his mouth to hers, brushing it lightly over her lips. “Just think of the money you’ll save on batteries having me around.”


    She closed her eyes, waiting for the passionate kiss his husky words promised. Only it never came. The pressure of his body pressed against hers eased. She looked up at him questioningly.


    “Let’s go see this collection of yours so I’ll know what I’m up against.”


    There was no turning back now. She took his hand and led him into her living room. She pointed toward the curio cabinet. “There it is.”


    His blue eyes widened and he let out a low whistle. “Talk about an arsenal.” He crossed the room, shaking his head and chuckling.


    “I’ve been collecting them for years,” she said, stepping up beside him.


    “Who knew they made so many different kinds? Hell, most of these look more like torture devices than instruments of pleasure.”


    “You sound just like Kelsie.”


    He glanced her way. “You aren’t by any chance into S&M are you?”


    “Afraid not,” she answered with a smile. “I’m not big on pain. And for your information, these vibrators are for display purposes only.”


    He blew out a breath. “Phew. That helps ease the performance anxiety.”


    She smacked his arm playfully. “Who are you kidding? I’ll bet you’ve never had performance anxiety in your life.”


    He pulled her into his arms. “No, and I have no intention of starting tonight.”


    * * *


    “Well, here we are.” Cole’s husky voice broke the sexually charged silence as they pulled up to the two-car garage that extended out from a beige ranch-style house with cranberry shutters.


    Kelsie smiled, her pulse still racing from the out-of-control kiss they’d shared back at the restaurant parking lot. “Nice place.”


    He returned her smile, that to-die-for dimple taunting her. Who needed a bed? She would be perfectly willing to climb up on his lap and test out the shocks on this monster of a truck.


    Where had that thought come from? Oh shit, she was becoming Nanci. It seemed her best friend’s sex-on-the-brain way of thinking had started to rub off on her, too. At least she had only thought about getting down and dirty with Cole in his truck. Nanci would have done it.


    He shifted in the seat to face her and slung his arm over the wheel. “I like it. Bought it a couple of years ago. I figured it was a good investment.”


    How could a guy as smart and as good looking as Cole still be single? He was hot with a capital H-O-T. He’d obviously been dating the wrong kind of women. She was an expert on incompatibility dating.


    Her gaze traveled down the front of his shirt to the denim hugging his long, muscular thighs and the heat between hers increased.


    “Kelsie?”


    Her eyes snapped up to meet his. “W...what?”


    He looked at her questioningly. “You having second thoughts?”


    Embarrassed to have been caught eyeing him up like a piece of chocolate during PMS, she turned to look out her window. “No, not at all. I was just thinking that you’ve got the perfect yard to have sex in.”


    “Sex?”


    She turned to him. “What?” A second later, what she’d said sank in to her arousal clouded brain. “I meant a cookout.” Though sex anywhere with him at that moment sounded pretty good to her.


    He gave a husky chuckle and opened his door. “While I don’t have a problem with making love to you in my front yard, I think my neighbors might. Of course, it is going to be dark out soon...” Stepping out, he closed his door and rounded the truck to open hers.


    She was glad he wasn’t playing the bad boy completely because having those large hands encircling her waist as he helped her down felt wonderful.


    “Damn,” he muttered the second her feet touched the driveway.


    “Cole? What’s wrong?”


    Please don’t let him say he’s changed his mind. Not now. Not tonight.


    “Our dinner.”


    “What about it?”


    Frowning, he said, “I left it sitting in the parking lot back at the restaurant.”


    “Oh.” She giggled softly. “Guess we had other things on our mind. Like...”


    “Dessert?”


    She nodded, her pulse picking up again. “Yes.”


    He closed the door and drew her to him. “I can barely think to breathe when you’re around. Do you know how badly I want to make love to you?”


    She looked up into his dark, hungry eyes and a shiver of excitement moved through her. She reached up, running her hand along the firm line of his jaw. “The feeling’s mutual.”


    He groaned, his eyes drifting shut as she ran a fingertip over his lips.


    “Cole?”


    “Hmm?” he said, opening his eyes.


    “If we both want to be together so badly, shouldn’t we be inside?”


    “Keep on touching me that way and I will be inside – of you. Right here. Right now. Making love to you in the driveway, my neighbors be damned.”


    “Promises. Promises.”


    With another husky growl, he took her hand in his and guided her toward the house.


    “I just want you to know that I’ve never done this before,” she confessed as he led her inside.


    “Stepped into a house?” he asked with a teasing grin as he closed the door behind them. He tossed his truck keys onto the kitchen counter and then turned back to her with a sexy grin.


    She laughed. “No. I’ve done that a few times. I was referring to going home with a guy on a first date. Or second even.”


    Threading his fingers through hers, he led her down the hallway. “Then I guess it’s lucky for me that it’s our third.”


    “Third?” she asked in confusion as they stepped into a bedroom. Cole’s bedroom.


    He turned and released her hand, gathering her into his arms instead. “Sure, the hospital was our first date, kiss and all. Then there was our tree date where you were looking all sexy in that low cut lace shirt of yours.”


    “It wasn’t low cut. It was unbuttoned.”


    “And making it pretty damn hard to do my job,” he admitted as his mouth moved over hers.


    She curled her arms around his neck and rose up, eagerly meeting his kiss. His hands slipped beneath the hem of her shirt to skim her bare flesh, gliding up over her ribs, nothing more than a thin layer of satin separating her aching flesh from his touch.


    She moaned softly, the sound of which was lost in the hungry mating of their lips and tongues. Her frenzied hands tugged at his shirt, freeing it from his jeans, needing to feel his flesh against her flesh. Needing him.


    


    Cole pulled away just long enough remove his shirt and toss it to the floor. He had wanted this from that first kiss in the emergency room. Had wanted her.


    Kelsie whimpered his name in undisguised need.


    He reached out to caress her cheek. “You make me want so bad.” He tunneled his fingers through her hair. The sensation of the silken strands sliding between the parted appendages had his blood heating up all the more. “You’re so beautiful.”


    “When I’m with you, I feel beautiful.” Her hands moved to the hem of her gauzy top, dragging his gaze up with it as she took it off. Fiery hair danced across the creamy flesh of her shoulders as her shirt fluttered to the floor at their feet.


    His gaze slid down to the deep plunging V at the front of her red satin bra and his breath caught. “Mmm...nice.”


    “Glad you like it.”


    “Oh, doll, I more than like it.”


    “Nanci made me buy it,” she confessed, almost nervously, and then glanced down with a frown. “I tried to tell her that these kinds of bras are more for women with bigger...um, larger...”


    “Breasts?”


    Color flooded her cheeks as she nodded her reply.


    He reached out to run a finger along the curve of a breast. “You couldn’t be more wrong about that.” His finger trailed down over the satin. “This bra was made for you. Remind me to thank Nanci for talking you into buying this the next time I see her.”


    


    “Come here,” Cole ordered with a smile as he drew her to him. Lowering his head, he brushed his mouth over hers. “I really like it,” he whispered huskily against her parted lips. “I really like you.”


    Kelsie moaned softly, tipping her head back as his mouth moved lower, nipping at the gentle curve of her neck. She couldn’t speak. Could barely think with his mouth moving over her the way it was.


    The warmth of his breath found its way to the feminine swell of her breasts. Wanting more, she arched up into his sensual kiss.


    He reached behind her, deftly unfastening the clasp of her bra. Pushing the straps down her arms, he gained access to what it was he sought. With a groan of approval, he cupped a breast, taking its rosy tip into his mouth.


    If there was ever any doubt before, she knew now that Cole was perfect in every aspect of his life, lovemaking included. Legs trembling beneath her, she clutched at his broad shoulders. She wanted him. Needed him. And even worse, she really, really liked him, too.


    “Cole...” she pleaded.


    Lifting his head, he gave her one of the sexiest smiles she’d ever seen. Then he straightened and dragged her up against him, capturing her mouth in another heated kiss.


    Just this once, she wasn’t going to hold back. She was going to give in to the passion he promised. Live for the moment. Appease the hunger. And die of need if he didn’t take her soon.


    She ran her hand over the erection confined beneath the fly of his jeans, eliciting a husky growl low in his throat. His response had her reaching for the button on his fly, freeing it with trembling hands. Their heated gazes met and held as she dragged his zipper downward. Then her questing fingers dipped beneath the waistband of his briefs to close around him.


    He closed his eyes with an even deeper groan as his hips jerked forward, thrusting deeper into her grip.


    She tightened her hold, running her hand up and down the length of his hardness.


    He broke away from the kiss, his breathing ragged. Despite the hunger that filled his dark eyes, he reached down to ease her hand away. “I’m trying my damnedest to go slow with you, but you’re killing me here.”


    Trembling with desire, she looked up at him. “Do you suppose we could just skip the slow part this time around?”


    She didn’t have to ask twice. He swept her up in his arms and crossed the room, lowering her onto the plush beige and green comforter that covered the queen-sized bed.


    He stepped away and walked around to the foot of the bed, his heated gaze never leaving her. “Now for something I’ve been wanting to do to you all night.”


    She propped herself up on her elbows, excitement surging through her. “What’s that?”


    “Take off your shoes,” he replied with a sexy grin. He ran a hand down the leg of her jeans to the double knot on her tennis shoe, his long fingers deftly untying one and then the other.


    “You’ve been waiting all night just to take off my tennis shoes?”


    “No, there’s a lot more I’ve been wanting to do. Only I can’t get to the really good stuff until I’ve gotten rid of these.”


    “I’m not so sure I trust you with my shoes.”


    “Don’t worry. I promise not to hold them hostage.” He slipped the shoes from her feet and dropped them onto the floor at the foot of the bed.


    “I’m holding you to that.”


    He reached out to place a finger to her lips, silencing her, and said tenderly, “Trust me, your shoes are the last thing on my mind right now.” He let his hand fall away and moved to undo her jeans.


    She raised her hips up off the bed to assist him in removing her pants. As he eased them down her legs, his gaze fell on her satin thong, making her blush.


    He swallowed hard. “Let me guess. Nanci?”


    She nodded.


    “I definitely need to thank her,” he said his voice even huskier than before. Tossing her jeans aside, he hooked his fingers around the sliver of thong at her hips and peeled it downward until it joined the rest of her clothes on the floor. “I might even name my firstborn after her,” he added with a grin as he kicked off his shoes.


    “Let’s hope your firstborn is a daughter.”


    Chuckling, he dug into the back pocket of his jeans for his wallet. Pulling out a small foil wrapped packet, he tossed the wallet onto the nightstand beside him and pushed then his jeans down over his lean hips.


    She had to remind herself to breathe as his hands went to the waistband of his briefs, dropping them to the floor atop his jeans. She couldn’t help but stare at his more than impressive erection. One that made her ex’s seem like a Tinker Toy in comparison.


    “Any second thoughts?” he asked as he stepped out of the clothes that were pooled around his ankles and moved toward her.


    “No way. Just thinking that you’d better hurry. I’ve got this fire that really needs put out.”


    Flashing her that sexy, make-a-girl’s-legs-go-weak grin, he joined her. “This must be your lucky day,” he said, his voice husky with desire. “It just so happen I’ve had special training in putting out fires.”


    

  


  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    


    Cole’s hand grazed the inside of her thigh, moving slowly upward to the place she needed his touch the most. “Was that training you had for putting out fires or starting them?” she asked, nearly breathless with want.


    “Both.” His fingers eased slowly into her heat, slowly stroking her.


    She was certain her entire body was about to burst into flames right there in the middle of his bed. Kelsie curled her fingers deep into the plush comforter beneath her. “Oh, God, Cole...”


    “It’s all right, doll. Let it happen.”


    It was more than all right. “Yes!” she cried out as release came in a maddening rush. “Cole, please! I need you. Now!”


    “Bossy little thing aren’t you,” he said as he settled between her quivering thighs.


    Before she could reply, he buried his fingers in her coppery curls and covered her mouth with his as he sank into her welcoming heat.


    She wrapped her legs around him, her nails digging into his back, as she lost herself in his lovemaking.


    Their hot, bare flesh moved together, creating a sweet friction that drove them both to the edge. Release, swift and strong, soon found them both.


    Growling out her name, Cole sank into her with one final thrust. He lowered his brow to hers. “That was─”


    “Incredible,” she finished for him with a sated sigh.


    “More than.” He rolled off her and gathered her up against him, curling his arms around her.


    She sighed contentedly. Being with Cole felt right. Like something she’d waited her whole life for. Even if it were only meant to last for just one night.


    A few minutes later, Cole slipped from the bed and made his way to the bathroom, leaving her alone with all the thoughts that were whirling about in her head. Had she really just let Cole make love to her? Was she really lying there wanting him to do so again?


    She rolled onto her back with a groan just as he stepped back into the bedroom.


    Smiling, he slid back into bed beside her, curling his big, warm body around hers. “Kelsie...”


    She looked over at him, her gaze meeting his.


    He reached up, gently pushing her passion-mussed hair from her face. “There’s something I want you to know.”


    She fell silent. Afraid to ask. Afraid to have this perfect moment ruined by news that he was seeing someone else, or, even worse, was married. That was how things went in her life. The good never lasted.


    “I’ve never done this before.”


    “What?”


    “I’ve never brought a woman home with me,” he admitted. “Other places, yes, but never to my bed.”


    His unexpected admission took her by surprise. “Why not?”


    “It just never felt right,” he said, brushing a light kiss over the tip of her nose. “Until you.”


    Her heart lurched.


    “Stay with me tonight,” he whispered against her ear.


    She closed her eyes. It was the perfect thing to say. Damn him for being so perfect. And damn her for falling for him. Her ‘letting go’ was supposed to be sexual, not emotional. How had her wires gotten so crossed?


    “I...I can’t.” She pushed free of his arm and slipped from the bed.


    He sat up, the sheet sliding down to his bare waist. “Kelsie?”


    Her gaze drifted down his chest to his muscular abs where a tapering trail of dark hair disappeared beneath the bunched up sheet. And beneath that...


    She groaned. Another few seconds of ogling him the way she was and she’d be crawling right back into bed with him. She forced herself to turn away, muttering nervously, “I have to go.”


    “Now?”


    “I appreciate the offer, but I really have to...” her words trailed off as she searched the floor for her clothes, her Victoria’s Secret naughties included. The same ones she’d sworn Cole would never see her in. Maybe it didn’t count if he’d only seen them on her for a moment or two. He probably didn’t even remember what they looked like.


    “You might be needing this.”


    She turned to find Cole standing there, her fire engine red bra dangling from his fingertips. She snatched it from his hand, adding it to the rest of the clothes she held clutched in front of her. “Thank you.”


    “You’re welcome,” he replied, the smooth, husky drawl of his voice drawing her in, making her want again.


    The urge to let her gaze drift down that hard, lean and very naked body was overwhelming, knowing exactly what she’d find. And, unlike her ex-husband’s, it wasn’t a Tinker Toy.


    Don’t do it.


    All it would take to get her back into that bed beside that sexy, lone dimpled grin of his was knowing that he wanted her again. And she wasn’t about to take that chance. Instead, she raised her chin, focusing on the ceiling fan above him. “I should get dressed.”


    “Are you all right?”


    She lowered her gaze just enough to see the concern on his face. “What?”


    “Tell me I didn’t hurt you when we...”


    “No,” she said, cutting him off. “You didn’t hurt me.” Unless one counted his having pleasured her until she thought she might die from it. “I just have to go.”


    He reached out to run his hands down her arms in a light caress. “This was big for me, too,” he admitted, his tone one of both patience and tenderness. After a moment’s hesitation, he let his hands fall away. “I’ll get dressed.”


    “No, don’t,” she blurted out, feeling her perfect night unraveling around her.


    He arched a questioning brow. “I’m not so sure it’s a good idea for me to drive you home naked.”


    “I don’t need you to drive me home. I can call a cab to come get me.”


    He shot her an incredulous look, his smile gone. “I brought you here. I’ll take you home. If you’re sure that’s what you really want.”


    What she wanted was to climb back into bed with him as her blanket. She gave a reluctant nod. “I think it would be for the best.”


    


    Best for whom Cole wanted to ask her. She was running again. He knew that look. Heard the panic in her voice. “All right,” he said with a sigh and then turned to reach for his briefs. “Look, Kels─”


    The bathroom door closed behind him before he could finish what he’d been about to say. Muttering a frustrated curse, he sank down onto the edge of the bed, yanking on his briefs.


    He should have known better. If anything was guaranteed to send a woman like Kelsie running, it was asking her to stay the night. She’d already admitted to having a problem with commitment thanks to her ass of an ex.


    Although maybe he should be thanking her ex for being an ass and letting her get away. Otherwise, he might never have experienced the mind-blowing, soul-stealing kind of passion he’d just shared with her. Something he’d never felt with any other woman.


    He glanced toward the bathroom door as he pulled on his jeans. Okay, so maybe he’d pushed her a little too fast. It hadn’t been intentional. She just had a way of making him want to say the hell with using the brake, full speed ahead.


    Pushing off the bed, he walked over to his dresser and grabbed a clean t-shirt from the drawer. He’d shower when he got back from taking her home. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be pushing her; he’d be pulling her. Right into the shower with him.


    He tucked in his t-shirt and zipped his jeans. Then he stepped over to the bathroom door and tapped on it lightly. “Uh, Kelsie...”


    “Yeah?” Her voice sounded as unsteady as he felt.


    “I just wanted to let you know that I’ll be out in the kitchen when you’re ready.”


    The door opened and she stepped out, looking incredibly sexy with her mussed curls, flushed cheeks, and thoroughly kissed lips. “I’m ready.”


    His first thought was to move toward her, intending to draw her into his arms. Thankfully, he caught himself before actually going through with it. He gave himself a much needed mental head slap. She was ready to go home not back into his bed. She needed space.


    “I guess we’d better get going.”


    She nodded and followed him out to the kitchen where he grabbed his truck keys from the counter. Opening the door, he motioned for her to go ahead of him. “After you.”


    She paused in the doorway, giving him hope that she’d had a change of heart about leaving. Then, with a soft sigh, turned and walked out.


    The drive back to her place felt like one of the longest drives he’d ever made. It was also the quietest. Kelsie said very little, keeping her gaze pinned to the passenger window.


    He fought the urge to frown. The silence was killing him. What was going on in that pretty little head of hers? Regret? Hell, he hoped not.


    Another few blocks and he gave in to the need to know. “You okay?”


    “I’m fine,” she assured him with a quick glance and a smile, but he wasn’t buying it. People who were fine didn’t twist their purse strap into so many knots it resembled a physical fitness climbing rope.


    * * *


    Kelsie awoke to the insistent ringing of the phone on her nightstand. She glanced at the alarm clock and then buried her head beneath her pillow, hoping the unwelcome noise would stop.


    It didn’t.


    With a tired groan brought on by a long restless night, she tossed her pillow aside and reached for the cordless, bringing it to her ear. “Hello?”


    “Hi, honey, it’s mother.”


    As if anyone else would be calling her at 7:00am the morning after a date. “Hi, Mom.”


    “Oh, you’re still in bed?”


    “You could say that.”


    “Alone?”


    “Mom,” she groaned.


    “You don’t have to say anything,” her mother whispered into the phone as if Cole might overhear if he were there. “Just a simple yes or no will do. Am I interrupting something?”


    Kelsie rolled her eyes. “Yes.”


    “Ooh!”


    “My sleep,” she tossed out before her mother got too carried away in her excitement.


    “What?”


    “You’re interrupting my sleep.”


    “You mean Cole’s not there?” her mother replied, the disappointment evident in her voice.


    “No.”


    “Oh, damn. I really thought he might be the one.”


    Silence.


    “Kelsie?”


    “I’m here.”


    Her mother gasped.


    “What?”


    “He is the one. I knew it!”


    She pushed a clump of curls from her face. “Mom, please.”


    “Don’t Mom me. A mother knows these things. Admit it, honey. You’re falling for this guy.”


    There it was again, the sound of the wedding planner wheels starting to turn inside her mother’s head. Kelsie sat up, feeling oddly cornered.


    “Just because I slept with him doesn’t mean I want to marry him.” It was one of those speak first, think about what you said after-the-fact kind of moments.


    Shit.


    “You slept with him?” her mother practically shrieked, sounding as though she’d just hit the lottery.


    “No.”


    “But you just said...”


    “I meant if I had slept with him; which I didn’t.” It wasn’t a complete lie. There hadn’t been any sleeping involved.


    “I see. But you really like him, don’t you?”


    “Mom...”


    “Don’t even try to deny it. I hear it in your voice every time you talk about this man.”


    Kelsie sighed. “All right, yes, I admit it. I like him. I like him a lot.”


    She didn’t have to see her mother’s face to know she was smiling. She’d seen right through her attempt to cover her slip. Her mother’s ensuing silence meant that she was processing the information.


    “Mom, I really hate to rush you off,” she said, hoping to distract her mother from whatever she had going on in her head, “but I need sleep. Besides, I thought you had a house showing early this morning.”


    “I do. I have to be in Dublin at 8:30, but I wanted to check on you first and see how things went last night. I can’t tell you how happy I am for you, honey.”


    “Mom, please don’t make more of it than it really was.”


    “Can I help it if I’m an eternal optimist? Anyway, I really should get going. I want to swing by the coffee shop on the way and grab myself a cappuccino. Call my cell if you need me.”


    “I will.”


    “You can tell me all about your night with Cole later. Bye.” Her mother’s voice, which was far too cheery for that time of the morning, was quickly replaced by the monotonous hum of a dial tone.


    She returned the cordless to its cradle then flopped back onto the bed with a long sigh. Was everyone in her life out to make her crazy? Nanci with her never-ending sex advice. Her mother whose ‘grandmother’ clock was ticking loudly. And at the top of her list was Cole and the feelings he stirred up inside of her. Those want-to-see-where-it-goes kind of feelings. Thankfully she’d had enough sense to cut things off with him before they got too complicated.


    She hoped that having had one incredible night of hot sex with Cole would purge him from her system. From her thoughts. From her heart.


    She also knew that would never ever happen.


    Sighing, she shoved her covers aside and slipped out of bed. Her legs, mostly her inner thighs, immediately protested. Not that she was surprised. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d had her legs wrapped around a man like hers had been around Cole’s naked waist the night before.


    After a trip to the kitchen to start the coffee maker, she took a long, hot shower to ease her aching muscles. Who knew a person used so many making love? That had never happened with Kyle.


    With a groan, she turned the water temperature down and leaned under the spray, letting the water stream down her hair and face. She attempted to force Cole Maxwell from her thoughts by reading the shampoo and conditioner bottles and then shaving her legs – twice! Nothing worked.


    After her shower, she reached for the terrycloth robe hanging on the hook behind the bathroom door and slipped it on. Running her fingers through her damp hair, she made her way into the kitchen.


    Grabbing a brown sugar cinnamon Pop Tart from the cupboard, she popped it into the toaster and went to pour herself a cup of coffee.


    Mid-sip the phone rang.


    She glanced toward the clock on the microwave. Seven-thirty. Please don’t let it be her mother again. She’d had enough of the fifth degree for one morning.


    She checked the caller I.D. which displayed Nanci’s name instead. Reaching for the phone, she tucked her damp hair behind her ear and answered. “Hello?”


    “Glad to know you’re alive,” her best friend said with more than a hint of sarcasm in her voice.


    “You expected otherwise?”


    “You never know. Cole Maxwell might be some sort of crazed killer who hides behind the guise of a hot, hunky, heroic firefighter.”


    Kelsie couldn’t help but grin. “Lucky for me he’s only hot and hunky. So what’s up?”


    “Me,” she replied. “I’ve been up since six a.m. waiting for your call to hear all about your night with Cole.”


    “Six? Since when have I ever gotten up that early?” she asked. “Wait, let me answer that for you. Never. And especially not this morning.”


    There was a moment of silence before Nanci spoke again. “Oh.”


    “Oh?”


    “You didn’t call me because you couldn’t. Cole’s there, isn’t he? I didn’t mean to interrupt anything.”


    She rolled her eyes. What was this - Grand Central Phone Station? “You’re as bad as my mother. And, no, you’re not interrupting anything.”


    “Damn, that means he’s not there and your mother beat me to all the juicy info first.”


    “Why don’t you mind your own sex life?” she said in irritation. “Speaking of which, how did things go with you and Joe last night?”


    “Ah, changing the subject. A good sign,” her friend determined. “But if it’ll make you feel any better to start with me, last night was...well, it was...”


    “Nanci?”


    “Sexless.”


    “What?” Kelsie replied, certain she hadn’t heard her friend right.


    “Not completely,” Nanci explained. “Things got hot and heavy between Joe and me in the livingroom. Oh, were they heavy. One minute he’s giving me the mother of all orgasms. The next, he’s kissing me good night and telling me we’ll continue where we left off on our next date.”


    “Are you telling me he left you high and dry?”


    “Far from dry,” Nanci admitted.


    “How do you feel about him doing that? Leaving before the two of you...?”


    “A little confused and a whole lot hot and bothered. I’ve never wanted a man to make love to me so badly.”


    Kelsie arched a brow. “Make love?” That was not a term Nanci used in regards to her dates.


    “I didn’t say love. I said have sex.”


    “Oh, I beg to differ. I distinctly heard the other,” she argued with a smile. It was nice to know she wasn’t the only one feeling confused in regards to a relationship. Not that what she and Cole had was a relationship. It was sexual attraction and really great sex. Nothing more. Pushing Cole from her thoughts, she said, “You really like this guy.”


    Her friend let out a long sigh. “I do.”


    “So do you think he saw your collection in the curio and that’s why he bolted when he did?”


    “I know for a fact he saw it. I showed it to him.”


    “I can’t believe you showed him your collection on the first date.”


    “Well, I figured since Cole knew about it, Joe was bound to find out anyway. He didn’t have a problem with my vibrators. He made a few jokes about them, but didn’t let them deter him from proving he could give me more pleasure than any battery operated sex toy.”


    “I take it he succeeded.”


    “Oh, did he ever,” she sighed.


    “Then why did he leave before the two of you finished what you started?” she asked, a little confused by Joe’s actions. Men never walked away and left Nanci wanting.


    “I’m still trying to figure that one out.”


    A few possibilities came to mind. One being the worst case scenario for her friend. “Do you think it’s possible Joe didn’t go all the way because he has a problem getting it up.”


    Nanci snorted. “Believe me, that man has no problem whatsoever in the getting it up department. I think Joe’s trying to show me what it’s like to have a man take control in the bedroom.”


    “Well, that would be a first for you.” Nanci had a deep-rooted need to be in control, no doubt stemming from the lack of control she’d had where her crappy childhood was concerned.


    “Tell me about it,” her friend agreed.


    “Are you okay with that?”


    There was a short pause before she replied, “Truth is I liked it. I think.”


    “You think? Either you did or you didn’t.”


    “It’s scary, giving up control and all.”


    “I’m sure.”


    “I guess we’ll have to see where things go next time.”


    “So you’re going to see him again?”


    Nanci laughed. “Does a juggler have balls? Now getting back to your date with Cole...”


    Kelsie headed for the bathroom. “I promise we’ll talk. I just need to get dressed and dry my hair first.”


    “Which, when translated, means you’re not ready to spill about your date. Hmmm...”


    “Hmm...what?”


    “It must have ended up being one hell of a good date.”


    “What makes you think that?”


    “Because you’re always ready to vent about your bad dates. So this stall tactic tells me things with Cole went a whole lot better than you expected them to and you’re having a hard time dealing with it.”


    There wasn’t much she could get past Nanci. She hem hawed about before finally replying, “Maybe.”


    “No maybe about it.”


    “Tell you what,” Kelsie relented. “What do you say I pick you up on my way to the office? I need to pull charts and confirm appointments for tomorrow. We can talk then.”


    “Maybe we can swing by the mall afterwards. I wouldn’t mind picking up something a little slinky for my next date with Joe. We’ll see who’s in control then.”


    “That man’s got his work cut out for him.”


    “I could say the same for Cole.”


    “Well, don’t. Unlike you and Joe, Cole and I won’t be going out again. See you in an hour.” Before Nanci had a chance to delve into her response, Kelsie hung up and headed for the bathroom to dry her hair.


    * * *


    “You did what?” Nanci’s shocked gasp echoed loudly off the office walls. Thankfully, they were the only ones there.


    Kelsie continued pulling patient files for the next day’s schedule. “I said that I had the best sex I’ve ever had in my life.”


    “I heard that part,” her friend exclaimed. “I was referring to what you said after that.”


    She knew Nanci wasn’t going to understand her reasons, but she’d done what she had to do. “I told Cole I couldn’t see him again.”


    “That’s what I thought you said, but I was hoping like hell I had misunderstood. Now let me get this straight. You had the best sex of your life with an incredible guy and then you dump him? Have you lost your mind?”


    She’d lost something, but it wasn’t her mind. It was her heart. At least, a very big piece of it. Ridiculously fast and definitely unexpected. “Maybe so.”


    “Well, if you ask me─”


    “I didn’t.” She loved Nanci dearly, but she was having a hard enough time dealing with the feelings she was having for Cole without her friend telling her what she already knew. That he was everything she’d ever wanted in a guy.


    She grabbed a stack of files and walked back to her room, hoping that would put an end to their discussion.


    It didn’t.


    Nanci followed right behind. “Sometimes I don’t get you. Why would youave you ditch a guy who’s a real hunk, has an admirable job, treats you good and, more importantly, knows how to steam up the sheets?”


    “That’s exactly why.” She deposited the stack of folders into the plastic holder on the wall. “Cole’s too good to be true. I’d end up falling for the guy, start thinking about the perfect little house with a white picket fence, dark-haired babies, and sex in his backyard, and then he’d up and leave me for someone else.”


    “Sounds to me like you’ve already fallen for the guy,” Nanci pointed out. Then her eyes widened. “You two had sex in his backyard?”


    Oh my god. Had she done it again? “Cookouts. I meant cookouts in his yard.”


    “Yeah, yeah,” her friend said with a knowing grin. “If you ask me, Cole doesn’t seem like the love them and leave them type. He’s definitely not Kyle.”


    “I know that.” Kelsie crossed the room to grab a paper bib and a pack of sterile instruments from the supply shelf.


    “Sometimes I wonder,” Nanci said, leaning against the wall.


    What was that supposed to mean?


    Settling onto her chair, she emptied the bag of instruments out onto the sterile tray beside her. Then she draped the paper napkin over them. “You make it sound like I avoid men. I date.”


    “Sure, you do. You’re a habitual non-dater. You go out, but you never really give any of those guys the chance to get to know you before you cut out.”


    That was not true. Cole knew her very well. Every inch of her as a matter of fact. She spun around in her chair to face her friend. “You’ve seen the guys my mother has fixed me up with. And yours haven’t been much better.”


    “Hey, haven’t you ever heard that beauty is in the eye of the beholder?”


    “Would you go out with them again?”


    “Hell no. But your mother didn’t set you up with Cole.”


    “No, you did.”


    “He asked you out,” Nanci argued.


    “Yeah, and you accepted for me.”


    “Then I guess you have me to thank for last night. You got to find out firsthand that the rumor’s true about firemen and their hoses.”


    “Nanci,” she warned, trying very hard not to think about Cole’s hose.


    “Sorry. Couldn’t resist.”


    “What happened between Cole and me isn’t funny,” she stressed. “Letting go, even if just for one night, was a major thing for me.”


    Her friend sobered up. “I’m sorry, Kels. I’m just so happy that Cole helped you get past that sexual wall you’ve put up.”


    “I really don’t want to talk about Cole or sex anymore. Especially, sex with Cole.


    “Point made. Just know that I’m here if you need to talk.”


    Kelsie offered an appreciative smile. “Thanks.”


    “I’m going to start calling patients.” Nanci paused in the doorway. “Look, I know your mom and I can be real pains in the ass when it comes to your love life, but we care about you.”


    Emotion knotted in her throat. “I know that.”


    “You deserve to find the happiness your ex screwed you out of.”


    Literally, Kelsie thought with a frown.


    “So do me a favor. Don’t write Cole off completely.”


    “Nanci─”


    “And don’t argue with me. I’m your elder.”


    “By two months,” she pointed out.


    Her friend shrugged. “Older is older and that makes me wiser. All I ask is that you take some time to think things over before doing anything drastic where Cole’s concerned.”


    It was a little too late to worry about that. She had a serious thing for Cole Maxwell. It couldn’t get any more drastic than that.


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    


    Cole arrived at the fire station on Monday morning, more than eager to begin his shift. Focusing on work was exactly what he needed to divert his thoughts from Kelsie. Something he hadn’t been able to do since driving her home after their date that weekend.


    Joe met him in the hall, cup of coffee in hand. “Well, if it isn’t Stud Muffin. I thought for sure you’d be calling off today after such a wild weekend.”


    “You thought wrong,” he replied as he continued on down the hallway toward the dorm-style room he used when on duty, duffel bag slung over his shoulder.


    “A little on the cranky side today?” Joe asked as he followed him into the room. It was more a statement than a question.


    “Let’s just say I’ve had better days.”


    Joe leaned against the doorframe, sipping at his coffee. “I tried calling you yesterday.”


    “I was at the gym working out.”


    “So how did your date with Kelsie go?”


    So much for trying to divert his thoughts.


    Cole tossed his bag onto his bed and pulled off his t-shirt. “Good.”


    “Good, huh? Is that why you’re such a bundle of joy today?”


    “I really don’t want to talk about this right now.” About her. He pulled his uniform from his bag.


    His friend studied him for a long moment. “Something happened between the two of you. Am I right?”


    He ignored the question.


    His silence didn’t deter Joe in the least. “Don’t tell me your little Cupcake ended up making one of her famous escapes out the restaurant window.”


    “You mean Nanci hasn’t already told you all about my date with Kelsie?”


    “No, why?”


    “I thought girls always talked about those kinds of things.”


    “They might, but I haven’t talked to Nanci since our date.”


    “I’m sorry things didn’t work out for you two.”


    “Who said things didn’t work out?”


    “Since the two of you haven’t spoken, I just assumed−”


    “Never assume,” Joe said with a grin. “It just so happens Nanci and I had a great time.”


    But his friend hadn’t called her since their date? “So what gives?” Cole asked, curiosity getting the better of him. “Why haven’t you called her?” The question was barely out before a possible reason for his friend’s actions came to mind. “Oh, hell, say you didn’t.”


    “Say I didn’t what?”


    “Pull a one night stand with the best friend of the girl I’m trying not-so-successfully to win over.”


    “No need to panic, pal.” His friend’s smile widened. “I have every intention of seeing Nanci again. Let’s just say I’m playing hard to get. Now, back to your date. What happened? Kelsie run out of the restaurant on you?”


    “No,” he replied, his jaw tightening. “Kelsie didn’t run out of the restaurant. I stopped her before she had the chance.”


    “So what gives? Why the long face?”


    He looked toward the window with a frown and muttered, “She ran out of my bed.”


    Joe straightened so fast coffee spilled out over the rim of his coffee cup. “She what?”


    Cole turned and sank down onto his bed with a sigh. Damn. He hadn’t intended to bring that up. “Nothing.”


    His friend set his coffee cup on the desk then dragged out the chair, straddling it. His expression sobered. “What happened?”


    He sighed. “Long story short, Kelsie mentioned that she liked Mexican, so I surprised her with reservations at this little restaurant I know. Candlelit tables. Soft music. The works. And the food smelled great.”


    “Smelled great, tasted bad?”


    “I wouldn’t know. We left our dinners sitting in the restaurant parking lot.”


    Joe leaned back against the desk. “What was your dinner doing in the parking lot? And what does this have to do with Kelsie running out of your bed?”


    “We decided to take dinner back to my place. I set the carry out bag on the ground while I helped her up into my truck. I got a little sidetracked and ended up driving off without our carry-out bag,” he explained as he finished changing for his shift.


    “Obviously dinner wasn’t a high priority at that point.”


    “Not exactly.”


    “Skipped right to the dessert, huh.”


    He nodded. “You could say that.”


    Joe blew out a breath and shook his head. “She must be something special. I’ve known you a hell of a long time and you’ve never taken a woman back to your place for dessert.”


    It wasn’t that he’d never taken a woman back to his house. He had. But when he took a woman to bed, it was to hers, not his. “The woman I take to my bed has to accept me for who I am.”


    “And Kelsie does,” Joe concluded as he reached for his cup of coffee.


    “Yeah, she does,” he said, tucking in his shirt.


    “So, uh, you and her...”


    “Yeah.”


    Joe took a long swallow of coffee. “So this funk you’re in today is because the sex wasn’t all you two hoped it would be, and that’s why Kelsie left.”


    Cole zipped up his uniform pants and buckled his belt. “You couldn’t be more wrong.”


    “If it was so great, why’d she run out on you?”


    “Because I asked her to spend the night. Huge mistake. She couldn’t get out of there fast enough.”


    “You asked Kelsie to stay over?”


    He nodded his reply.


    Joe groaned. “What the hell were you thinking? You told me yourself that she’s leery of getting into a relationship again.”


    “She is.”


    “Well staying over constitutes a relationship in any woman’s book. No wonder she ran.”


    “Damn it, Joe, don’t you think I know that?” He grabbed his street clothes and carried them over to the closet.


    “You could have fooled me.”


    “I had no intention of rushing into things with Kelsie, but when we’re together things tend to heat up pretty fast. But it’s more than just sex,” he explained, reaching for a hanger.


    “Sounds serious.”


    “All I know is that I want to be with her. Even when she makes me crazy. I can’t stop thinking about that smile and those incredible green eyes of hers.”


    “Seems like you’ve fallen for your little escape artist in a big way.” Joe stood and pushed the chair back under the desk.


    “Not that it matters now.”


    He turned back to Cole. “What do you mean?”


    Cole hung his jeans next to his t-shirt and then grabbed the empty bag from his bed and tossed it onto the closet floor. “Kelsie doesn’t want to see me again,” he said, closing the closet door.


    His friend nodded in understanding. “The commitment thing.”


    “Apparently. She tells me she’s not ready to get involved in a real relationship yet.” He couldn’t help but wonder if Kelsie would ever be ready for one. Not with the way she ran every time things started getting a little too deep emotionally.


    “Then forget the relationship part,” his friend suggested. “Just give her sex and send her home. You’d both make out in the deal.”


    Was he kidding?


    The expression on Joe’s face told Cole he wasn’t. “I want more than sex from her, Joe. I want to be a part of Kelsie’s life. Someone she can confide in, laugh with, spend time with.”


    “Hell, Cole, you’ve got it bad.”


    “Tell me about it.” He sighed again. “It’s all I thought about last night.”


    “This calls for a good strong cup of java.” Slapping Cole on the shoulder, he said, “Come on, Stud Muffin. Let’s go figure out a way to get Kelsie to go out with you again.”


    * * *


    Cole had just stood up from the lunch table when the overhead speaker came on. “Cole, you have a visitor heading up to the rec room to see you.”


    A visitor. His heart slammed against his chest.


    Kelsie.


    She must have thought things over and realized how good they were together. For the first time that day, he smiled.


    His department buddies wasted no time in razzing him, just as they had earlier that morning when they tried to get the goods on his date with Kelsie. He’d given them very little. Only Joe knew what had really happened. Not that he didn’t trust his crew, he did. With his life. It was just that Joe was his closest friend and the person he confided in most when it came to personal matters.


    His smile widened. He couldn’t believe she had come there – to his station. “Let’s get this place cleaned up,” he told the others, referring to the table full of dirty lunch plates and empty glasses that hadn’t been cleared way yet.


    The men muttered a few ‘yes, mothers’, but hurried to take their dishes into the kitchen all the same.


    Joe exchanged grins with Cole. “Looks like we won’t have to come up with a plan after all.


    “Looks that way.”


    The rest of the crew retired to their recliners, but not before turning them around just enough to be able to watch the arrival of his visitor.


    Telling them to mind their own damn business was a waste of time. So he settled for, “Not one word from you guys when Kelsie gets up here. Got it?”


    A lot of promises of good behavior were flung his way, but he wasn’t buying it. He knew these guys too well. They lived to torture. But at that moment all that mattered was that Kelsie had come to see him.


    “Cole?” a decidedly feminine voice called out from the entryway.


    Definitely not Kelsie’s.


    He turned to find a tall, attractive, very well dressed woman, probably in her late forties, standing there smiling at him. There was something familiar about her, but he was almost certain he’d never seen her before.


    His gaze slid down to the silver tray in her hands. It was filled with what appeared to be assorted slices of cake.


    “Uh, I’m Cole. Can I help you with something?”


    Her face lit up at that. “You sure can!” She moved toward him in a determined stride. Smiling, she held up a plastic fork. “I need you to try these and let me know which kind you like the best.”


    “The one I like the best?”


    She nodded. “Yes. I’m particularly fond of the cappuccino truffle torte myself, but I think my daughter’s more the French vanilla with cream cheese icing kind of girl.”


    He looked toward his crew; certain this had to be some sort of joke. Only they weren’t laughing. Their slightly agape expressions told him they were as confused as he was at that moment.


    “I’m sure they’re all good,” he said, trying to placate the plastic fork-wielding woman.


    “Oh, will you just look at that dimple!” she exclaimed. “And that smile. You probably had her hooked right there.”


    Her who?


    The woman’s gaze moved over him in an appraising manner that had him shifting uncomfortably where he stood. “It looks like you take very good care of yourself. I can certainly see why she’s crazy about you.”


    No, crazy would be this cake lady and her true cake of choice should be fruitcake with a side of nut roll because this woman was definitely nuts.


    “Uh, well, yeah. We try and stay in shape around here,” he replied with a warning glance to his friends who were snickering in the background. “The job can get pretty physical.”


    “Of course.” She smiled at him.


    “Speaking of which,” he said, feeling more than a little uncomfortable. “I don’t mean to sound rude, but I really do need to get back to work.”


    “Yeah, he’s got dish duty today,” Nate called out with a grin.


    The woman glanced toward the kitchen area. “Oh, well let me get those for you while you taste the cakes.” She set the tray on the dinner table and took a forkful of one of the miniature slices. She lifted it to his mouth. “Here’s the first one. It’s lemon crème.”


    “Um...” Cole muttered around the forkful of cake she’d just shoved into his mouth. “Don’t you think your daughter and her husband-to-be should be the ones sampling these?”


    “Absolutely, but Kelsie’s got a full schedule of cleanings this afternoon so I decided to─”


    “Kelsie?” he gasped, half-choking on the tangy lemon cake still left in his mouth.


    “My daughter,” she prompted as she handed him the fork. She shoved the tray his direction and then stepped around the island to the kitchen area where a few dirty dishes awaited. “Now try the raspberry crème,” she called out to him.


    “Something you forgot to tell us, Maxwell?” his captain asked with a grin.


    “Look, Mrs. Collins...” he began as his gaze shifted from the tray of cakes to Kelsie’s mother.


    “Miss,” she interjected.


    “Excuse me?”


    “Collins is my maiden name,” she said as she turned on the water and reached for the dish soap on the counter by the sink. “I never married. But seeing as how you might end up part of my family, I’d rather you call me Melinda.”


    Had Kelsie told him that her mother had never married? She might have, but his head was spinning so badly at the moment he wasn’t sure which way was up.


    He was stunned. “Kelsie told you we were engaged?”


    She waved her hand. “Oh, heavens no. My daughter’s determined to avoid marriage at all costs after her last disastrous one.” She turned to face him. “But now that my daughter’s met you, she’s rethinking that decision.”


    Her words brought a smile to his face. “Kelsie told you that?”


    Her eyes were the same vibrant shade of green as her daughter’s. And amazingly enough held the same expression of guilt as Kelsie’s had when he caught her trying to slip away from the restaurant.


    “Well, not exactly,” she admitted, sending his happiness down a notch. “But I’m her mother and I can sense these things. My daughter really likes you.”


    Okay, it was time for him to set Melinda Collins straight on that misconception. But first he needed to clear the room of unwanted spectators, something he wished he’d done before Kelsie’s mother went off on her wedding cake spiel.


    He turned to find the rest of his crew kicked back in their Lazy Boys, footrests up, and taking in the scene as if he and Kelsie’s mother were putting on some kind of theatrical production for their benefit.


    He cleared his throat. “I’d like a word in private with Miss...er, Melinda here if you boys don’t mind.” He inclined his head toward the hallway outside.


    Grumbling, the men dropped their leg rests, pushed out of their recliners and filed out the door, no doubt disappointed they were not going to get to hear any more of this crazy conversation.


    Once they’d gone, he turned his attention back to Kelsie’s mother. “I think you should know that your daughter and I aren’t going to be seeing each other again.”


    Her cheerful expression fell. She turned off the water, grabbed a paper towel and dried her hands as she walked back around the room dividing island. “It’s the breast thing, isn’t it?”


    “What?” he gasped.


    She clicked her tongue at him. “Just like a man, always wanting bigger and better.”


    He couldn’t believe he was standing there discussing Kelsie’s breasts with her mother. Not that he’d brought the subject up.


    “There’s nothing wrong with your daughter’s...uh, body. And just to set the record straight, not all men think bigger is better.”


    She studied him for a long moment before replying. “Then do you mind my asking why you aren’t going to take her out again?”


    It wasn’t like Kelsie had given him a choice. Cole frowned.


    Melinda Collins walked over to him. “I know I’m prying, but my daughter’s happiness means the world to me. I hope you don’t mind my asking.”


    First, the woman shows up with wedding cake samples for a wedding he’s not even aware he’s supposed to be a groom in. Then, she gets into the whole breast thing. And now she’s asking if he minds her asking about his personal life with Kelsie. Maybe she was a little on the crazy side.


    On second thought, she was Kelsie’s mother. And Kelsie didn’t exactly follow normal protocol when it came to doing things either. At least, now he knew Kelsie had come by that particular trait of hers honestly.


    “Our not seeing each other again wasn’t my decision,” he explained, feeling oddly guilty when he saw the look of disappointment on Melinda Collin’s face. Hell, he had no reason to feel guilty. He was the ‘rejectee’.


    “I understand,” she replied in a less spirited tone.


    He wished he did.


    Melinda Collins wasn’t the only one who was disappointed by Kelsie’s way of thinking. “I will tell you this much,” he said. “I’m not giving up on your daughter. I really think there’s something there if I can just get her to give us a chance.”


    Moisture shimmered in Kelsie’s mother’s eyes. “You have no idea how happy I am to hear that.”


    He glanced down at the tray of cakes sitting in front of him on the table and smiled. “I think I have a pretty good idea.”


    “I’ll admit it,” she said, laughing as she reached for the tray. “I’m desperate. My grandmother clock is ticking.” She pulled a business card from the pocket of her suit jacket and handed it to Cole. “If there’s anything I can do to help, just give me a call.” That said, she took her sampling of wedding cakes and walked out.


    He watched her go, shaking his head and grinning. Kelsie’s mother was a little on the crazy side, but he liked her. And better yet, she liked him. A good thing, considering how hard he’d fallen for her equally crazy but beautiful daughter.


    * * *


    “You can’t go on like this,” Nanci said as she stepped from her newly purchased Honda Accord.


    “Go on like what?” Kelsie asked as she let herself out of the passenger’s side.


    “Pretending you’d rather be going out man-hunting with me when you know damn well you’ve already found the guy you want to be with.”


    “Don’t start,” she pleaded as they crossed the parking lot to Friday’s where they had decided to go for dinner and drinks that night after work.


    “Tell me something.”


    “What?”


    “Have you returned any of Cole’s calls?”


    “Not yet.”


    Not that she hadn’t wanted to. She was just scared. Accepting her feelings for Cole and giving their relationship a chance meant she’d be risking her heart again. That was a big step she wasn’t sure she was ready to take yet. Maybe ever.


    “Well, I wouldn’t wait too long,” her friend warned. “Some other woman might come along and snap a nice guy like that right up. Speaking of nice guys, Joe finally called to ask me out again.”


    “He did?” Kelsie stopped and turned to her friend. “I can’t believe you answered the phone.”


    “I made him sweat it out through three whole rings before I picked up.”


    Kelsie rolled her eyes. “I’d have waited at least four.” She knew how badly Nanci had wanted to see Joe again after their date and how crazy it had made her friend waiting for his call. “In fact, I might not have answered at all.”


    “I’m sure you wouldn’t have,” her friend teased with a grin. “But Joe and I have some unfinished business to tend to and I am more than ready to tend to it.”


    “So...did he happen to mention anything about Cole?”


    Nanci opened the restaurant door. “He was calling to ask me out, not discuss yours and Cole’s not-so-happening love life. I’d be happy to pass along a message to Cole for you, but I really think you need to call him yourself.”


    Sighing, she gave in to her friend’s persistent nagging. “If it’ll make you happy, I will.”


    “It’ll make you happy. So when are you going to call him?” Nanci asked as they made their way into the dimly lit bar area where the after work crowd had already started to gather for happy hour.


    She should have known her best friend wouldn’t let her off with just a promise to call. “I’ll call him tonight.”


    “Good.”


    Kelsie headed toward one of the empty bar tables in the far corner of the darkened room, adding as they settled onto their stools, “If we don’t get home too late.”


    It was a pretty safe bet they wouldn’t make it home before midnight. Not when there was a bar filled with men and Nanci was with her. That meant she’d safely be able to avoid calling Cole for at least one more night. And hopefully by tomorrow she’d be able to convince herself that she was doing the right thing where their relationship or rather non-relationship was concerned.


    “Promise?”


    “What?”


    “I want your word that you’ll call him tonight if it’s not too late when you get home.”


    Kelsie smiled. “I promise.” It was the easiest promise she ever had to make.


    Nanci pulled a menu from the stand in the center of the table and flipped it open. “Good, because Joe’s stopping by my place tonight at nine, so you’ll be home in plenty of time to call Cole.”


    “You tricked me!” she exclaimed, drawing a few curious glances their direction.


    “Drastic times call for drastic measures,” Nanci admitted with a grin.


    “Some friend you are.”


    “You’ll thank me for it tomorrow. I promise.”


    The waitress arrived to take their order before Kelsie could reply. All she could do was give Nanci the evil eye from across the table. Not that the evil eye ever achieved the desired effect on her friend, but just giving it made her feel a whole lot better.


    “The drinks go on my tab tonight,” her friend told the waitress.


    “That’s because she feels guilty for being a low-down, conniving best friend,” Kelsie grumbled as she slung her purse strap over the back of her stool.


    “Sounds like my ex-boyfriend,” the waitress said. “Only he always made me buy the drinks. So what can I get for you two?”


    “Give me a Captain Colada,” Kelsie announced, not missing the look of surprise on Nanci’s face. Then she added with a smile, “And make it a strong one.”


    “What are you doing?” her friend gasped in surprise.


    “I’m placing my drink order.”


    “I thought you preferred light beer or wine coolers because mixed drinks hit you too fast.”


    The waitress looked to Kelsie as if expecting her to change her order, but she had no intention of doing anything of the sort. It was going to take more than a few mixed drinks for her to gather the nerve to call Cole; which apparently she would be doing when she got home.


    “You know what?” she said, looking over the drink menu again. “I think I will change my order.”


    “I thought you might,” Nanci said, sounding relieved.


    Kelsie glanced across the table at her friend and smiled, then turned to the waitress. “Make that two Captain Coladas.”


    “Two? Uh, okay.” The waitress hesitated before turning to take Nanci’s order. “And for you?”


    “I’ll have a margarita. Easy on the salt.”


    “Okay, I’ll be right back with your drinks.” The waitress hurried away, grinning as she went.


    Nanci closed her menu, shoved it back into its holder and then leaned forward, pinning Kelsie with her gaze. “Two Ultimate Captain Coladas?”


    She shrugged. “What can I say? I’m really thirsty. Hope you brought lots of cash tonight. Those mixed drinks can really add up.”


    “I have my Visa with me if the need arises. But I’m not too worried.”


    “You should be. I’m feeling pretty wild tonight.”


    Her friend simply laughed. “Intending to be a real party girl, huh?”


    “You bet.”


    She snorted. “As if that’s ever going to happen.”


    She bristled at her friend’s reply. She could be a party girl if she wanted to. “There’s always a first time for everything.”


    “Sounds like I might have to up my Visa limit for tonight,” Nanci said, clearing finding humor in Kelsie’s warning.


    “Laugh all you want. Tonight’s the night I drink you under the table. Unless you decide to save yourself some serious cash and let me out of my promise. Then we can just forget all about your offer to buy my drinks tonight...”


    “Not a chance. Like it or not, you are going to call Cole tonight.”


    Damn.


    

  


  


  
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    


    Three Ultimate Captain Coladas and an order of chicken quesadillas later Kelsie stumbled into her apartment and closed the door. This was it. She’d made her best friend a promise and she was woman enough to keep it.


    She fumbled several times with the door chain before successfully hooking it. Ha, see there. She wasn’t drunk. An intoxicated person couldn’t have figured the door chain out. She had. So there, Nanci had pulled the mother-hen routine for nothing.


    Nanci had shut her off after the third drink and then stressed how lucky she was to have had her there to drive her home. Then she’d had to listen to her friend’s praises of Cole the ‘perfect one’ all the way home. Then came the final insult. Nanci called her a chicken shit!


    Turning, she wavered slightly and then moved down the hall toward her bedroom, undressing as she went. She wasn’t a chicken shit, no matter what Nanci thought.


    The walls seemed to slant in towards her as she walked, slowing her progress. Okay, so maybe her friend had a point. She’d overdone the alcohol just a bit in hopes of gathering up the nerve to call Cole. It was her way of preparing for the anger she knew was certain to come. Not that she could blame him. She had pretty much run out on him on their last date.


    She closed her bedroom door behind her with a sigh. Ready or not, she was calling Cole tonight. She needed to make him understand that she wasn’t ready for a relationship with him or any man.


    She stripped down to her bra and panties and then stumbled over to the bed where she reached for the cordless phone. She had Cole’s number memorized from the umpteen times she’d dialed him and then hung up before he could answer.


    The phone rang once...twice, and just as she was about to hang up out of habit he answered.


    “Hello?”


    Damn.


    “Hi.”


    “Kelsie?”


    His husky voice oozed over her and she closed her eyes. She had to stay strong. Be firm. Only not in the way she knew he could be.


    “Stop thinking about that,” she immediately scolded herself.


    “Thinking about what?”


    She tugged at her bra, fumbling with its clasp to unhook it, but her fingers were being about as uncooperative as her tongue. At least her thinking process was still in tact.


    “Have you ever tried to take a bra off yourself before?”


    He chuckled. “Can’t say that I have.”


    “Well, let me tell you, men should have to wear these damn things everyday and then we’d find out just how much you all appreciate them.”


    “Are you all right?”


    She dropped into a sitting position at the edge of her bed. “Oh, no you don’t. I’m not going to fall for that one.”


    “What one?”


    “You want me to say that I’m not alright. That I think about you all the time. That─”


    “Do you?”


    “What?” What had she been saying?


    “Think about me. Have you been thinking about me, Kelsie?”


    “Wouldn’t you?” she asked. “I mean if I were you and you were me wearing my bra, wouldn’t you think of me?”


    “I’m going to take a wild guess here, but have you been drinking?”


    She fell back onto the mattress with a soft sigh. “Just a little. Nanci and I went out after work. She had to buy my drinks because she tricked me into calling you tonight. And you really need to stop changing the subject.”


    He gave a husky chuckle. “And that subject would be?”


    She stretched her arms out above her head, twirling a curl between her fingers. “Sex.”


    “Sex?”


    “Just because you’re hot in the sack...no make that really hot in the sack and a nice guy to boot doesn’t mean I should go out with you again. In fact, it’s all the more reason I shouldn’t.”


    “I see. So you’re looking for a not-so-nice guy to spend the rest of your life having really bad sex with.”


    “Exactly. Then I won’t have to worry about falling for him.”


    “Like you are for me?”


    “Yes.” She scooted up the mattress to rest her head on her pillow. “You’re really good at this breaking up stuff.”


    “Not as good as you think. I still intend to get you to go out with me again.”


    “Maybe we could just meet up for some really great sex and leave the relationship part at the door,” she suggested with a yawn.


    “Afraid I can’t do that,” he replied. “I’m in a little too deep at this point to do that.”


    She sighed sleepily. “I was afraid you’d say that. It looks like I’m just going to have to...” What was she going to do? She had no experience in breaking guys’ hearts and she certainly didn’t want to start now. Even if she did, she was just so tired. Her eyes drifted close.


    “Kelsie? You still there?”


    “Mmm hmmm,” she mumbled.


    “Get some sleep, doll. We’ll talk again later.”


    “Night, Cole,” she whispered with a nod then curled up on her bed and drifted off to sleep.


    * * *


    Joe opened the door with a smile. “Hey there.”


    “Hi,” Nanci replied, returning his smile.


    “I was beginning to think you’d gotten lost. My directions that bad?”


    “Not at all. Your directions were great.”


    “Having second thoughts then?”


    “No way,” she replied as he let her inside his apartment. “And your directions were great. I’m late because I was pulling best friend duty.”


    He closed the door behind her. “Best friend duty?”


    “Yeah, Kelsie had a few too many drinks tonight.”


    He pulled her into his arms. “She okay?”


    “I made sure she got home safe and sound, but I wouldn’t say she’s okay. I made her promise to call Cole tonight. That’s why she’s in the condition she’s in.”


    He lowered his head to brush his lips along her neck. “I’ve never known Cole to drive a woman to drink, but I guess there’s always a first time.”


    She tipped her head back, giving him better access to the flesh he was teasing. “It’s a first for her. She never gets drunk. If anything, I’ve been the one who’s had to be driven home a few times in the past.”


    “A regular wild thing, huh?”


    She smiled. “On occasion.”


    “My kind of girl.” He pushed a strand of hair from her face. “So what’s up with Kelsie? Why’s she so stressed out about calling Cole?”


    “She’s torn between her feelings for Cole and her fear of getting hurt again.” If she ever crossed paths with her best friend’s ex again she might very well have to kick the ass’s ass.


    “I hope for Cole’s sake she gets past her fear and gives him a chance.”


    “Me too.”


    “Now,” he said, running his hands down over the curve of her jean-clad bottom, “getting back to our relationship...”


    Their relationship? “I didn’t realize we had one seeing as how you never called me back.”


    “Never’s stretching it a bit. I did call.” He lowered his head again to kiss her.


    “Took you long enough.”


    “I was playing hard to get.”


    She pushed him away.


    He lifted his head with a grin. “Ah, come on. I thought you’d appreciate the challenge.”


    He thought right, but she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of admitting it. “You know, Joe, two can play that game.”


    “Babe, I can’t get much harder than I am already,” he replied, his voice husky with desire. He reached for her hand and placed it against the front of his jeans where his erection pressed against the faded denim.


    Her body reacted like a summer flood to his need, making Nanci press her thighs together. “I should leave and make you suffer like I did while I was waiting to hear from you.”


    He released his hold on her and hand and backed her up against the wall. “But you won’t,” he assured her as he slid his hands beneath her shirt, his long fingers skimming the flesh hidden beneath the whisper-thin cotton.


    She closed her eyes, hating the control he had over her body and loving it at the same time. It wasn’t until the chill of the air conditioned room caressed her heated flesh that she realized she was no longer wearing her shirt.


    “Joe−”


    “Shh,” he murmured against her lips before covering them with his own. His fingers deftly worked the clasp at the front of her bra, giving him access to what he sought. His hands cupped her breasts while his thumbs teased the rosy tips.


    She tunneled her fingers through the thick blonde strands of his hair as liquid heat pooled between her thighs.


    His mouth left hers, his lips venturing lower to capture one of the taut buds. He drew on it slowly, torturously. She squirmed restlessly, her hips lifting in a silent plea for more.


    “Tasting you again is all I’ve thought about for days,” he murmured against her kiss-dampened flesh.


    She moaned softly as he undid her shorts and slipped his hand inside.


    “God you’re wet,” he groaned.


    “Joe...,” she pleaded.


    He withdrew his hand eliciting a whimper of protest from her. “I’m not taking you here in my hallway.”


    “Why not?” He could take her in the closet and she’d be more than willing at that point.


    “Because when I sink myself deep inside you, I want to see you looking up at me, see the hunger I’m feeling reflected in your eyes.” He scooped her up easily into his arms and started through the apartment.


    “How about I look down at you?” she asked anxiously as he lowered her onto the thick comforter that covered his king-size bed. “I’m usually on top.”


    “Not tonight.” He flashed a sexy grin as he slid her shorts down her long legs. “My place. My rules.”


    Could she give up control? Just for one night?


    He stepped away from the bed just long enough to remove his clothes.


    Her gaze was drawn to the length of him. So maybe being dominated for one night wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Joe was as hard as he had been that night at her place, but this was different. Tonight he would be inside her.


    She lifted her hips and began to shove her panties down.


    “Don’t,” he said, stilling her hands.


    She looked up at him questioningly.


    “Leave them.” He moved between her legs, urging them open wider. “They’re sexy.”


    His rules.


    Nanci curled her fingers into the comforter as his head moved between her parted thighs. She could feel the warmth of his breath through her dampened panties. If that wasn’t enough to drive her mad, his tongue added to the torment, stroking her through the wet silk.


    “Joe,” she begged breathlessly as the sensual torment continued.


    “I want you to come for me, babe.”


    “Joe, please.”


    He tugged her panties aside, plunging his tongue inside her moist heat. She arched upward, crying out with pleasure.


    “Sweet,” he murmured against her damp flesh. “So damn sweet.” He loved her thoroughly with his mouth.


    Unable to bear any more of the sweet torture, Nanci let go, crying out as she went over the edge.


    Joe dragged her panties over her hips and down her legs, tossing them onto the floor. Then he pulled a condom from the nightstand drawer and slipped it on while she lay watching, her desire peaking again.


    She reached between them as he moved over her, curling her fingers around the sheathed length of him.


    He groaned in response.


    “My turn to pleasure you.”


    “Not tonight,” he replied through clenched teeth as he eased her fingers free.


    “Why not?”


    “Because tonight’s all about you, babe.”


    * * *


    “Talk about nearly burning out of control,” Joe said from where he stood in the doorway.


    “It was a close one,” Cole agreed with a nod as he peeled off his soot covered uniform shirt. They’d just returned from a 3 alarm fire. One they’d thankfully managed to get under control before the factory suffered a total loss. “Speaking of things burning out of control, how was your date with Nanci last night?”


    “That’s what I was referring to,” his friend said, a wide grin spreading across his soot-covered face.


    Cole chuckled. He should have known. “That good, huh?”


    “Better.” Joe leaned against the doorframe, towel slung over his shoulder, clean change of clothes in hand. “So did anyone call you last night?”


    “Anyone?” Cole repeated with a grin. “You wouldn’t by any chance be referring to Kelsie, would you?”


    His friend nodded. “Nanci said Kelsie was going to call you last night, but she wasn’t sure if she’d remember seeing as how she downed three of Friday’s Ultimate Coladas.”


    “Three?” Cole said in surprise as he kicked off his shoes. “No wonder she was talking the way she was last night.”


    “So she did call.”


    He chuckled. “Yeah. You could say that.”


    “Did you guys get things worked out?”


    “Not exactly. She wasn’t coherent enough to have a rational discussion. However, I did learn that I’m hot in the sack, a nice guy, she thinks about me all the time and...” he said, his words trailing off.


    “And what?”


    Joe was going to eat this up since he’d suggested the same thing and Cole had shot the idea down. “Kelsie says she’s willing to have sex with me if I promise not to let myself get emotionally involved with her.”


    “Damn. You’ve found the perfect woman.”


    Kelsie was far from perfect and that’s what he loved about her, all those little idiosyncrasies that made her adorable and vulnerable and sexy all at the same time.


    “Perfection has nothing to do with it. She was drunk. She didn’t know what she was saying. Oh, and did I mention that she thinks men should have to wear bras to really appreciate them?”


    “Wanna run that by me again?”


    He shrugged. “I’m not sure where she was going with that one. Kelsie said a lot of crazy things last night.”


    His friend chuckled. “Guess it’s safe to assume you didn’t take her up on her offer for emotionless sex.”


    “No. Not that the sex part wasn’t tempting,” he added with a grin. “But I want more where Kelsie and I are concerned. A lot more.”


    “You’re a better man than me,” Joe admitted with a shake of his head.


    “So how was your date with Nanci last night? Besides being hot.”


    His friend’s smile widened. “I plan on asking her out a lot more if that tells you anything.”


    It said a lot seeing as how his best friend liked to play the field. Very few repeaters when it came to his past dates. “That good, huh?”


    “She’s something else. Says whatever’s on her mind. And, man, can that woman kiss.”


    “First base. Way to go, Joe.”


    “First base, hell. When ol’ Joe here is up to bat, I go for the home run.”


    Tossing his soiled uniform into the wash pile, Cole grabbed a clean pair of briefs and a towel from his dresser drawer. “Spare me the details.”


    “Who said I was going to give you any?”


    “You usually do.” But this was the first time the thought of hearing the details of Joe’s date didn’t sit right with him. Nanci was Kelsie’s best friend. Somehow discussing his best friend having sex with her best friend just seemed like an inappropriate thing to do.


    “A gentleman never tells.”


    That summoned a raised brow from Cole. “I’m impressed.” Joe liked to brag about his sexual conquests.


    “Hey, did I mention that Nanci said your little ‘Cupcake’ talks about you all the time?”


    “Yeah, well I wish Kelsie would talk to me instead. And last night’s call doesn’t count. It did, however, let me know that I’m not grasping at straws where my feelings for her are concerned.”


    Joe ran a hand back through his sweat-dampened hair. “So what are you going to do now? I mean since Kelsie refuses to go out with you again unless you do it on her terms.”


    “I don’t know.” He sighed in frustration. “I haven’t quite figured that part out yet.”


    “Why don’t you take the ‘cake lady’ up on her offer to help you out?”


    “Who?” Then it dawned on him who Joe was referring to. “Kelsie’s mother?”


    “Sure.” He shrugged. “Why not? She gave you her card, didn’t she?”


    “Yeah.”


    “And said for you to give her a call if she could help you in any way, right? Well...?”


    He considered Joe’s suggestion for a moment then shook his head. “I don’t think even her mother’s blessing will help get me a date with Kelsie. She’s too damn stubborn. I just have to find a way around that stubborn streak of hers.”


    “Then don’t ask her out.”


    “What?” How could Joe even suggest he just give up on the first woman to really turn his head in...forever? Not to mention the first woman he’d ever dated who had no hang up whatsoever about his chosen profession.


    “Kelsie’s mother is queen of the blind date fix-ups. So it’s simple. Have her mother fix the two of you up on one of those blind dates she’s so fond of setting up.”


    Joe came up with some off the wall schemes at times, but this was actually a great idea. It was the perfect plan. “Joe, I could kiss you.”


    His friend threw up a hand and took a step back into the hall. “Save it for your blind date. I don’t kiss men. Especially ugly ones like you.”


    “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t waste one on you anyhow,” Cole assured him, his laughter filling the room.


    Joe blew out an exaggerated breath and returned to leaning against the doorframe. “Phew... Had me worried there for a moment.”


    The more Joe’s suggestion sank in, the more excited Cole was to set the plan in motion. Kelsie would rather suffer through one of her mother’s blind date fix-ups, at least until she came up with another clever escape plan, than tell her mother no. And he would use that small kink in her relationship-avoidance armor in his favor.


    “Seriously, Joe, your idea of enlisting Kelsie’s mother to help me out is a brilliant one. I just need to come up with the perfect blind date.”


    “The station’s annual picnic is coming up. Maybe you could have your blind date meet you there. Nanci will be there with me.”


    The station’s picnic was held every summer. All the men on their crew and their families were invited. This year Lieutenant Calhoun was hosting the get together at his place.


    Cole thought that one over. It made sense. And he’d have a whole lot of backup on his side. “Nanci’s being there might help things once Kelsie finds out her mother and I tricked her into coming there.”


    “You better hope so, because something tells me she’s not going to be too happy about being set up. Even if it is for her own good.”


    “She can’t know that I have anything to do with this date until she shows up for it.” He looked to his friend. “Are you going to tell Nanci about it?”


    “Not if you don’t want me to.”


    Cole hesitated, mulling it over. “I suppose the more help I have in pulling this off, the better. Do you think Nanci will keep it under wraps?”


    “Are you kidding me? She wants to see you and Kelsie together almost as much as the ‘cake lady’ does. She won’t say anything.”


    Cole crossed the room and retrieved the business card Melinda Collins had given him from the top drawer of his desk. “I’ll give Kelsie’s mother a call as soon as I grab a shower.”


    “That’s where I’m heading now. Then I’m going to raid the kitchen. A man’s got to keep up his strength with a woman like Nanci in his life.” Joe turned and set off down the hall toward the showers, whistling as he went.


    Joe never whistled. Was it possible the revolving door of his friend’s love life had finally stopped spinning? Between the two of them and the crazy females they were trying to win over, this was going to be a very interesting picnic.


    * * *


    Kelsie walked her patient to the reception area desk and handed Heather who ran the front office her patient’s chart. “We’ll see Mrs. Pierce in six months. Is my next patient here?”


    Heather shook her head.


    Kelsie glanced toward the clock on the wall. A no-show. Just what she didn’t need today. She needed to keep busy. Needed to forget about Cole and her phone call with him the night before. She vaguely remembered breaking up with him. Or had she only dreamt that? And some of the things she’d said...


    Turning, she walked back to her room to be alone with her troubled thoughts. She could only imagine what Cole must think of her now.


    She crossed the room to prepare it for her next patient, wishing she hadn’t let her stubbornness push her into out-drinking Nanci for a change. The throbbing in her head was a constant reminder of her stupidity.


    “So did you do it?”


    Kelsie jumped, startled from her thoughts. She turned to find Nanci standing in the open doorway, holding her ‘I HATE MONDAYS’ Garfield coffee mug. “Maybe I should be asking you that question. You’re the one who’s nearly an hour late for work this morning.”


    “Hey, I called Dr. Andy to let him know I was running late. Since his first patient cancelled, he said he’d cover for me with Mrs. Wilhelm.”


    Kelsie gathered up the cleaning instruments she’d used on her last patient and carried them out to the sink to clean them before placing them in the sterilizer. “Late night, huh?”


    “Stop trying to change the subject,” Nanci scolded. “Did you call Cole last night, or not?”


    “I said I would.”


    “But did you?”


    She flashed her friend an irritated frown. “I did.”


    “Good,” she said as she sipped at her coffee.


    “I think,” she added with a sigh as she washed her hands.


    “You think?”


    Grabbing a paper towel, she turned from the sink. “I’m hoping my call to Cole didn’t really happen. That it was some alcohol induced imagining.”


    “Why?” her friend asked, her eyes alight with curiosity. “What happened?”


    “I think I offered him my body.”


    Nanci choked on the swallow of coffee she’d just taken. She lowered her cup, her eyes wide. “You what?”


    “I only remember bits and pieces of the conversation I had with him, but I remember suggesting to Cole that we have a sex only relationship.”


    “Oh my God,” her friend gasped as she moved further into the room, lowering her voice. “That is so not like you.”


    “Tell me about it.”


    “How did Cole respond?”


    “He turned me down. At least I think he did.”


    “There goes that word again! What do you mean you think?”


    “Last night’s a bit vague to me.”


    “Gee, I wonder why?” her friend murmured with an exaggerated roll of her eyes. “At least, you still made it to work today. That’s dedication.”


    “That’s stupidity,” Kelsie said with a sigh as she sank down onto her chair. “I woke up this morning with the cordless wedged between my face and pillow.” She lifted her hair and turned to show Nanci the still fading imprint the phone had left on her cheek. “That should have been a sign to stay home.”


    Nanci’s hand flew to her mouth as she fought to muffle her laughter. “That’s too funny.”


    “Doctor Andy thought so, too.” Releasing the handful of hair she’d lifted away from her face, she worked to hide the fading mark. “A real ha ha moment.”


    “I hate to say I told you so, but─”


    “You warned me,” Kelsie finished for her.


    “Tried to at least,” her friend said with a smile. “Something tells me you’ll be sticking to light beer or wine coolers from now on.”


    Kelsie nodded. “You’ve got that right.”


    Heather popped her head into the room. “Sorry to interrupt, but Kelsie’s mom is on line one.”


    “Is something wrong?” Kelsie asked worriedly.


    “No. She just said she needed to ask you something if you weren’t busy.”


    “Oh, damn.” That meant her mother was up to her favorite past time - matchmaking. “Tell her I’m with a patient.”


    “Too late,” the receptionist said with a frown. “She already asked and I told her your patient had just left and your next was a no-show.”


    Kelsie looked to Nanci for help.


    “Don’t look at me. She’s your mother. Thank goodness for that. If I were you I’d take the call in Andy’s office.”


    With a groan, she headed back to his office to see what her mother wanted. Settling into the oversized leather desk chair, she reached for the phone.


    “Hi, Mom. What’s up?”


    “Hi, honey. I had to leave early this morning so I didn’t have a chance to call and see how your night out with Nanci went. Make any new friends?”


    “We didn’t pick up any men if that’s what you’re asking. We had appetizers and a few drinks and then went home.” Make that a few too many drinks.


    “I had hoped you might have met someone last night,” her mother said with a disappointed sigh. “You didn’t wear that high-neck blouse you always like to wear. The color doesn’t—”


    “Mom, I have to get back to work,” Kelsie muttered, in no mood to hear about her clearly unsexy fashion choices.


    “Alright. We’ll talk more tonight. Maybe over dinner.”


    “Can’t.” Thank goodness. “I have patients scheduled until eight.”


    “You work too hard. How are you ever going to find Mr. Right working some of the hours you do?”


    “Bye, Mom.”


    “Bye, honey.”


    She hung up with a groan.


    “What’s wrong?” Doctor Andy asked as he stepped into his office.


    “What else?” she replied. “My mother. She’s pushing me past my mental limits.”


    “It’s their job,” he told her with a grin. “My mother used to make unannounced visits to my apartment when I was in dental school to do my laundry, dishes, whatever needed cleaning. She’s a clean freak.”


    Was he for real? “How can you compare that to what my mother does?”


    “You seemed to be missing the key word in my story – unannounced. One day she walked in on me and a girl I was dating at the time.”


    “And that’s a bad thing?”


    “We were in bed.”


    “No,” she gasped.


    “Yes,” he said with a chuckle. He walked over to stand at the window. “I don’t know who was more shocked. Her or us.”


    “Oh my God, how embarrassing,” she groaned. “What did your mother do?”


    He turned, leaning back against the windowsill, arms crossed. “She grabbed my dirty clothes basket and announced she would be doing my laundry back at her house. She told me I could pick it up there whenever I had time. It was the last time she ever did one of her impromptu housecleaning runs to my place. You should try it.”


    She snorted. “Are you serious? Have my mother find me in bed with a guy?”


    “Okay, maybe not the best way to get her to back off.”


    Kelsie shook her head. “Not at all. My mother would be ready to marry me off to the guy.” Sighing softly, she stood and rounded his desk, pausing at the door. “If you don’t mind my asking, whatever happened to the girl your mom walked in on you with?”


    “I married her.”


    “Your mom walked in on you and Lisa?” Okay, so maybe she wasn’t the only person in the world who had to deal with awkward situations brought on by a parent.


    “Kelsie,” Nanci said, joining them in the doorway, “Mrs. Jenkins is here.”


    She glanced down at her watch and then back at her friend. “She’s early.”


    Nanci nodded.


    “Well, back to work.” She turned to Andy who was settling in behind his desk. “Thanks for the talk.”


    “Any time.”


    “You okay?” Nanci asked as she walked with her down the hallway toward the waiting room door.


    “I’ve had better days.” Take away her mother’s endless prodding to find a man, her Ultimate Colada hangover, and Cole’s ability to make her do something so foolish as to risk her heart again, and her life would be unbelievably perfect.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    


    Cole tapped his fingers nervously on the menu in front of him, glancing at the clock on his cell phone for the fifth time. She should be there any minute.


    The thought had barely formed in his mind when the bell over the diner door jingled, drawing his gaze that direction.


    She’d come.


    He stood up from the chair he’d been seated in and extended his hand. “I appreciate your taking the time to meet with me.”


    Melinda Collins smiled, slipping her hand into his. “I’m so glad you called.”


    “I wasn’t sure where else to turn,” he answered honestly, the frustration clear in his voice.


    “Well, I’m glad you turned my way,” she said as he helped her into the chair across from his. “You said on the phone you wanted to talk to me about my daughter.”


    When he’d first dialed Melinda’s number, he had to admit he’d had second thoughts. But his determination to win Kelsie over overrode any of the doubts plaguing him. “She doesn’t know I called you,” he admitted as he returned to his seat. “I think you should know that up front.”


    “Honesty,” she murmured. “A good trait in a man. Now what was it you wanted to talk to me about?”


    “I want to take your daughter out on a date again.”


    “Shouldn’t you be asking her instead?”


    “I would, but you and I both know how Kelsie feels about having a man in her life.”


    Her smile sagged. “I keep hoping she’ll get past that.”


    “You and me both.”


    “I’m glad you’re not giving up on her,” she said, looking up at him with eyes the same shade of green as Kelsie’s. “She really likes you.”


    “I like her, too. A lot. That’s why I need your help.”


    “You want me to ask her for you?”


    “Sort of,” he admitted. “But she can’t know it’s me who’s wanting to take her out.”


    She arched a neatly plucked brow. “You want me to lie to her?”


    “Absolutely not,” he said without hesitation. “You can tell her a guy called Max wants to take her out. That’s what some of the guys call me.”


    She nodded in understanding. “Short for Maxwell.”


    “As far as Kelsie will know it’ll be just another blind date.”


    Melinda Collins’ smile widened. “I can do that. So what’s your plan?”


    “The station’s annual summer picnic is coming up next weekend and I’d really like to take your daughter to it.”


    “Is this going to be a masked picnic?”


    He laughed. “No.”


    “But she’ll know who you are the second she sees you there.”


    “The plan has its flaws. As long as you can help me get her to the picnic, I’ll take it from there.”


    She studied him for a long moment.


    Had he made a mistake asking her to help him? “If you don’t want to do this, I’ll understand.”


    “Not on your life,” she replied, waving the suggestion away with a slender, manicured hand. “I’d do anything to see my daughter truly happy again and I think you might be the man to make that happen.”


    “I know I am,” he told her. He’d never meant anything more. “Now all I have to do is convince your daughter of that.”


    * * *


    Kelsie turned into Nanci’s drive, waving to her friend who stood waiting on the front porch.


    Nanci practically flew to the car. An amazing feat considering the height of the heels her friend was wearing. Then again, she was used to wearing ‘hooker’ pumps. The higher the heel the better.


    “A little hungry?” Kelsie asked with a grin as her friend settled into the passenger seat beside her.


    “Starving. Especially for your mom’s cooking. I’m so glad she still invites me over.”


    “Why wouldn’t she? It’s a family dinner and you’re family.”


    “Don’t go getting me all teary-eyed.” She made like she was joking, but there was no missing the emotion in her voice. It meant a lot to Nanci to be included.


    “It’s true,” Kelsie told her. “You’re the sister I never had.”


    Nanci laughed softly. “This reminds me of that beer commercial. You know the one where everyone’s saying - I love you, man.”


    “Well, we do. So get used to it.” She backed out onto the street and headed for her mother’s.


    “When your mom called to invite me to dinner, she said we were going to be celebrating. You run off and get married and not tell me about it?”


    “Only in my mother’s dreams.”


    “So what’s going on? She was beyond her normal happy state when she called.”


    “She closed on the Danver place today.”


    “House hell. That place is a mansion,” Nanci said excitedly. “No wonder she was in such a good mood. That place has been up for sale forever.”


    “I know. There aren’t that many people around with that kind of money to shell out.”


    Nanci whistled. “Your mom must have made a killing on that deal.”


    “No doubt.”


    “Pull over,” her friend said as they drove through town.


    “What for?”


    “I want to pick up a bottle of wine for tonight’s celebration.”


    Kelsie pulled up in front of the liquor store and waited while Nanci ran inside to make her purchase. Five minutes later, her friend was jumping back into the car, smiling and clutching a brown paper bag.


    “Mission accomplished,” Nanci announced.


    “You look like a wino, holding onto that bag like that,” Kelsie noted with a grin as she pulled back out onto the main street.


    Nanci set her purchase on the floor by her feet. “I’ll have you know I went for the good stuff this time around. Not the usual chug-it-down-in-a-back-alley kind of wine.”


    “Meaning the bottle has a cork instead of a screw off lid?”


    “Exactly.”


    “I’m impressed.”


    A few blocks later they pulled up to her mother’s condo.


    Nanci leaned her head out the open passenger side window and inhaled with a groan. “Mmm...I can smell the garlic bread from here.”


    “Homemade lasagna and garlic bread,” Kelsie said, her stomach growling in anticipation. “Doesn’t get any better than that.”


    Her friend reached for the wine she’d purchased and pulled the bottle from the bag before following Kelsie up the flagstone walkway.


    The front door to the condo swung open and her mother stepped out to greet them. “Come on in. You two have perfect timing. I just took the garlic bread out of the oven.”


    “We know. We could smell it from the car.” Kelsie exchanged smiles with Nanci as they stepped inside.


    “This is for you,” her friend said, handing her mother the bottle of Chianti she’d purchased.


    “What’s this for?”


    “To help celebrate your big closing today. Thought it would go well with the lasagna.”


    “Well, aren’t you a sweetheart?”


    “I drove her to the wine store to get it,” Kelsie cut in with a grin.


    Her mother laughed. “Well, thank you both. Come on,” she said, motioning for them to follow her. “Dinner’s ready. I hope you’re hungry.”


    “Starving.”


    “I’m glad to hear it,” her mother said as they followed her back to the kitchen.


    “I need a corkscrew,” Nanci said, setting the bottle of wine on the counter.


    “Top drawer by the dishwasher,” her mother called out as she placed a piece of lasagna onto an empty plate. “Kelsie, honey, you know where I keep the wineglasses.”


    Kelsie grabbed three crystal wine glasses from the cupboard and carried them back to the table where Nanci was opening the wine. This night was just what she needed to get her mind off of Cole. Off of men in general.


    “Honey...” her mother called back over her shoulder in that tone Kelsie had come to know all too well.


    “Yes?”


    “I have a favor to ask.”


    She was afraid that was what her mother was going to say. She turned to Nanci who was pouring the wine. “Fill mine to the top.” Then she turned back to her mother. “What favor?”


    “There’s this really nice young man I met the other day.”


    Kelsie rolled her eyes. “Not again.” There went any hope for a night a complete relaxation.


    “Honey, just hear me out,” her mother said as she carried the plates over to the table. “I really think you’ll like this man. He’s perfect for you.”


    “Mom,” she pleaded as a dull throbbing began at her temples. She had seen firsthand the kind of men her mother thought were perfect for her.


    “Trust me, honey. You’ll like this one.”


    No, she liked Cole. Too much.


    “Nanci, help me out here,” her mother said as she took her place at the table.


    Nanci held up a hand. “Uh-uh. I’m remaining neutral in this one. Unless, my doing so means I won’t get dinner. In that case, I’m on your side.”


    “Nanci!” Kelsie exclaimed. The traitor. She reached for her glass of wine, taking several long swallows.


    “Sorry, Kels, hunger calls.”


    She watched her best-friend-turned-traitor dig into the piece of lasagna her mother set on the table in front of her. Unfortunately, she’d lost her appetite the second her mother had started on the date thing again.


    “Honey, I’ll admit I haven’t always picked the best men for you in the past...”


    “You think?” she muttered with a frown. She loved her mother but the woman was like Cupid from Hell when it came to making matches.


    “Give me one more chance,” she pleaded.


    “Mom−”


    “Please say you’ll do this for me.”


    “My schedule’s pretty full right now,” she lied out of sheer desperation.


    But her mother wasn’t letting it go. “I swear it’ll be the last time I ever set you up with a blind date. If you’ll just do me this one last favor and go out with Max.”


    “Max?”


    “He’s tall, dark and handsome,” her mother said, working hard to sell her on him. “He has a good job. Killer eyes. And best of all he has great teeth.”


    No man was that perfect. Well, except one. Her mother had a tendency to exaggerate when it came to describing the men she wanted to set her up with. This was clearly one of those exaggerations.


    “I think you should take her up on her offer,” Nanci said between bites. “Think about it, Kels. No more blind dates. All you have to do is go out this one last time.


    She looked to her mother. “This is the last one. You promise?”


    “Yes.”


    The thought of never having to suffer through another one of her mother’s fix-ups again was enough to risk agreeing to go out on one more guaranteed bad date. And seeing as how she’d recently finished writing her bad date survival guide there was no need to suffer through any more blind dates just for research purposes.


    “All right, I’ll do it.” One last date.


    “Oh, thank you, honey. I knew I could count on you. He needs a date for his company picnic next weekend and I told him you’d go with him.”


    Why didn’t it surprise her that her mother had already given the go ahead before asking? She took another drink of wine. “What’s his number?”


    Her mother paused mid-bite. “His number?”


    “So I can call to finalize things.” Something told her that this was going to be another dud date. Why else would her mother be acting so strange?


    “I’m afraid Max is going to be out of town on business, so you won’t be able to call him, but I have the date, the time and the address you’re supposed to meet him at.” She stood and walked over to the counter where her purse sat. Reaching in, she pulled out a piece of paper and carried it back to the table, handing it to Kelsie. “Here you go.”


    Kelsie looked down at the scrap of paper in her hand. Her last blind date. Thank God. Then maybe she could live a normal life.


    “Nanci,” her mother said as she settled back into her seat, “I saw this neon yellow vibrator on Ebay last night. I think it was called the ‘Dancing Banana’.”


    Her friend’s eyes lit up. “I don’t have that one yet. When does it go off?”


    “Tomorrow.”


    Kelsie’s gaze shifted from her mother to her best friend. Okay, so maybe she wasn’t destined to ever live a quote unquote ‘normal’ life. Despite their quirks, she wouldn’t trade her mother or Nanci for all the normalness in the world.


    * * *


    The bell over the waiting room door rang, drawing Kelsie’s gaze to the glass window separating the waiting area from the office.


    “Mom?” she mouthed in surprise.


    Her mother waved as she walked up to the window.


    Kelsie slid the window open. “Hi. What’s up?”


    “I just finished showing a house in the area and thought I’d stop by and say hello.”


    Her mother never just stopped by to say hello. “Why are you really here?”


    “Well,” she said, looking guilty, “I wanted to make sure you hadn’t forgotten about your date with Max.”


    How could she forget? Her mother brought it up every time they spoke. “I haven’t.”


    The bell rang again and Kelsie looked past her mother to see that her next patient had arrived. “I have to get back to work.”


    “Okay, honey. I’ll talk to you later.”


    She slid the window shut with a sigh.


    “Max, huh?” Heather repeated with a grin as she stepped over to the filing cabinet and pulled open the top drawer.


    “No comment or I’ll ask my mother to fix you up with a guy, too.”


    “Ooh, shudder at the thought,” the younger girl replied with a feigned shiver.


    Dr. Andy stepped into the office with Nanci trailing right behind him. “Is my patient here?”


    “No,” Kelsie replied. “Just mine.”


    “I thought I heard the bell a few times.”


    “You did. It was my mother.”


    “So who’s the lucky guy this time?” he asked with a knowing grin.


    She shrugged. “Some guy my mother knows.”


    “His name is Max,” Nanci tossed out. So much for her keeping her big mouth shut.


    “Max, huh?” Dr. Andy repeated.


    “Maybe he’ll be hot to the max,” Heather teased.


    “I’m betting not,” Nanci said, casting a sympathetic glance Kelsie’s direction.


    He flipped through the appointment book. “So where’d your mother find this one?”


    That was a good question. Her mother really hadn’t said where she’d met this guy. “Probably through work. Anyway, I guess he and my mother were talking and he mentioned to her that he needed to find a date for his company picnic. That was all he had to say to set my mother into matchmaker mode.”


    “A company picnic,” Heather said, her tone oozing with sarcasm. “Sounds like that promises to be a real exciting date.”


    Dr. Andy snickered.


    Nanci just stood there grinning.


    “Go ahead, laugh all you want,” Kelsie told them. “This is your last opportunity to find humor in my mother-driven love life.”


    Dr. Andy stopped laughing and turned to face her. “What do you mean by that?”


    “It means her mother has promised to stop fixing her up with blind dates if she’ll do her this one last favor and go out with this guy,” Nanci explained.


    Both Dr. Andy’s and Heather’s eyes widened.


    “Your mother actually said that?” he said in disbelief.


    She nodded. “Sure did.”


    “She did,” Nanci concurred. “I was at her mom’s for dinner and heard her say it with my own ears.”


    “Wow,” Andy gasped. “She must be pretty sure this guy’s going to be ‘the one’ to make that kind of promise.”


    Heather pushed the filing cabinet door shut. “I don’t know, Kelsie. I think I’d be a little worried. If the guy can’t get his own date for his company picnic, he’s got to be a real loser.”


    Nanci nodded in agreement. “You can pretty much bet he’ll be a loser. But she’s off the hook after this one last date. And who knows, maybe he’ll end up being the one.”


    Kelsie snorted. “Don’t count on it.”


    Dr. Andy chuckled. “The one doesn’t exist as far as Kelsie’s concerned.”


    Heather nodded in agreement. “Yeah, even if he was perfect, he wouldn’t be in her book.”


    “You got that right,” her friend muttered.


    Kelsie pushed away from the desk and stood. “I’d love to stay here and continue discussing my pathetic love life, but I have a patient to see.”


    Despite the ribbing she received from her co-workers, she left the office smiling. She didn’t care what her blind date looked or acted like just as long as it put an end to her mother’s matchmaking attempts. She couldn’t wait for the weekend. Just knowing this was going to be the last date her mother ever set her up on gave a whole new meaning to the term ‘dream date’.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    


    Kelsie climbed into Nanci’s car, more than ready for a night out on the town. Hell, she’d settle for a night of dumpster diving if it meant no calls from her mother about her blind date with Max the next day.


    “Let’s go before she catches me here,” she told Nanci. “Hurry.”


    Nanci hit the gas and pulled away from Kelsie’s place. “Who’s going to catch you?”


    “My mother. That’s who!”


    “You’re running from your mom now, too?”


    “Leave Cole out of this. And for your information, I’m not running from my mother. I’m simply trying to avoid her until this weekend’s over.”


    “Why?”


    “Because she’s determined to drive me crazy.”


    Nanci laughed. “Why? What’s she done now?”


    Kelsie eased back against the passenger seat. “Let’s see,” she said as she buckled her seatbelt. “Where to start? How about the fact she left Post-it notes on my car windshield, my apartment door and on my refrigerator while I was at work today.”


    Nanci arched a brow. “I’m thinking the only logical response at this point would be – why?”


    “They were to remind me about my blind date tomorrow.”


    “Guess she’s determined to make sure you don’t blow him off.”


    “Rest assured I won’t be blowing anything.”


    “Never say never,” her friend teased with a grin.


    “Believe me, ‘never’ is the perfect word choice. There will be absolutely nothing going on between Max and me tomorrow.”


    “Think about it, Kels. It’s like the lottery. Odds are your mother has to pick a winner sometime.”


    “If we’re comparing my blind date compatibility to the lotto, then odds are I’ll have to go out on a million or so more dates before my mother finally hits the jackpot.”


    “I’m trying to think positive here.”


    “That makes one of us.”


    “It’s a good thing we’re going out on the town tonight. A couple of drinks, a little dancing, and you’ll be in a much better frame of mind.”


    “The last time we had drinks together I had no mind left by the time I got home. I’m sticking to Diet Coke tonight.”


    Nanci shrugged. “Suit yourself. You can be my designated driver tonight. I feel like letting loose tonight.”


    Kelsie laughed. “Tonight? Who are you kidding? You always let loose.”


    Her friend’s gaze shifted her direction. “Something I’m trying very hard to teach you to do.”


    She’d let loose with Cole and look what happened. She’d slept with him. The memory of his large hands caressing every inch of her naked body had her fighting the urge to squirm in her seat.


    Kelsie groaned.


    “You okay?” Nanci asked as she pulled her cell from her purse.


    “Just a little tired.”


    “Well perk up. We’ve got a big night ahead of us.”


    She forced all thoughts of Cole from her mind. Or, at least, shoved them as far back in her mind as she could. What was it going to take to make her forget about Cole Maxwell?


    Nanci punched a few numbers into her phone and brought it to her ear.


    “Who you calling?”


    “Joe. I told him I’d give him a call before I went out tonight.”


    “Hmm, this thing with Joe sounds serious. Almost commitment-like.”


    “Hardly,” her friend replied, though not convincingly enough for Kelsie to believe her.


    “Well, when you talk to Joe just remember I’m not with you.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “I don’t want Cole showing up wherever it is we’re going.”


    “He doesn’t seem the stalker type. Besides this is girl’s night. No men allowed.” Nanci laughed and tipped her head away. “No, I wasn’t talking to you.” She mouthed Joe’s name before turning her attention back to her phone call and the road ahead. “I was talking to Kelsie.”


    “So much for him not knowing I’m with you,” she muttered.


    “He doesn’t know where we’re going. You’re safe.” She laughed again and glanced her way. “Yes, she’s still in hiding.”


    “I’m not hiding,” she said in her own defense. “Just avoiding the inevitable.”


    “Joe wants to talk to you.”


    She wanted to strangle her friend as she reached for the phone. After a moment’s hesitation, she said, “Hello?”


    “Cole really is a good guy. I wish you’d give him a chance.”


    Awkward.


    “Look, Joe. I know you and Cole are really good friends. If I were in the market for a great guy, he’d top the list. But I’m not looking for anyone right now.”


    “Guess it’s a good thing he’s moving on then.”


    “Moving on?” Joe’s words stabbed at her heart. She had no right to feel that way. After all, she was the one who’d ended things with Cole.


    “I think he’s finally realizing that things would never go anywhere with the two of you. He’s looking for a woman willing to share his future with him.”


    Well, that hadn’t taken him long. If a man could move on that easily, she was better off without him. “I’m happy for him,” she said, forcing the lie out with as much believability as she could muster. “I’ll give you back to Nanci now.”


    Nanci reached for her phone. “What the hell did he say?”


    “Cole’s over me,” Kelsie muttered, hating the prick of tears at the back of her eyes.


    Her friend frowned. “If I had known you were going to tell her that, I wouldn’t have put you on with her. Men,” she grumbled. “I have to go. Yes, I’ll see you tomorrow.” She snapped her phone shut and shoved it back into her purse. “Sorry about that. I had no idea what Joe was going to say, though I assumed it had something to do with Cole.”


    Kelsie kept her gaze pinned to the passing buildings outside. “It’s okay.”


    “No, it’s not. I thought he was going to try and convince you to go out with Cole again. If I had known...”


    “Really, I’m okay with it,” she lied.


    “Yeah, I can tell. I didn’t realize Cole had moved on. I was sure you and he... Well, damn.”


    “I ended things between us. He has every right to move on?”


    “I suppose, but I really thought he might be the one.”


    “How many times do I have to tell you ‘the one’ doesn’t exist?”


    “I’m not so sure about that.”


    “Are we talking about my love life or yours now?”


    “Joe is...” she sighed softly, “the total package. And if I was done sowing my wild oats, he would be the one I’d consider sticking with for the long run.”


    “You’re falling for this guy.” What was it about firefighters that made it so easy for them to steal women’s hearts?


    “He’s nothing like the other guys I’ve dated. They could all be whipped so easily. But Joe, he takes control and I like it.”


    Nanci had never allowed any man to get that close to her heart. She just hoped Joe wouldn’t break it. “F.Y.I. - Women don’t have oats to sow, so you can settle down anytime you’re ready.”


    “We do too. You just forget how to sow them. Wait, I take that back. You managed to do quite a bit of sowing with Cole.”


    “Let’s leave my oats out of this.”


    “Ah, so you admit you have some.”


    Kelsie rolled her eyes. Sometimes Nanci could be as exasperating as her mother. “So where are we going anyway?” she asked, determined to change the subject.


    “Some of my patients have been talking about a new dance club called Wicks they’ve been to.”


    “Where’s it at?”


    “Near downtown Columbus. It’s supposed to have great music. A huge dance floor. And half price drinks for ladies on Friday nights. I thought we’d give it a try.”


    “Sounds like fun.” And far enough away from Worthington to risk running into Cole and whoever it was he’d moved on from her with.


    * * *


    Cole paused to check his answering machine as he had done every day since Kelsie ran out on him. No messages. Not that he expected to hear from her. Women on the run didn’t stop to leave messages for the guy they were running from.


    Grabbing the bucket he’d filled with sudsy water from the kitchen sink, he headed outside to wash his truck. It was a mindless task and right now he didn’t want to think about anything.


    Fifteen minutes later, Joe pulled into the drive behind Cole’s truck. “Guess who I just talked to,” he called out through the open window.


    Cole looked up from the bumper he’d been washing. This was easy. Who else put a smile on Joe’s face like that? “I’m guessing Nanci.”


    “Guess again.”


    He straightened and leaned against his truck. “I’m not up for guessing games.”


    “Okay, I’ll give you a hint. It usually comes with frosting on it.”


    “Joe,” Cole warned.


    “Nice try but you’ll only find me with frosting on me when Nanci is in her kinky mode,” he replied with a chuckle.


    He tossed the soapy sponge his friend’s direction.


    “Hey!” he exclaimed as he ducked to avoid the foaming missile.


    “Just tell me,” he said, reaching for the hose to rinse his truck off


    “Cupcake.”


    That had Cole’s head snapping around. “You talked to Kelsie?”


    His friend nodded.


    “Where did you see her?”


    “I didn’t. I spoke to her on the phone a little while ago.”


    Cole rolled his eyes. “You called her? Damn it, Joe−”


    His friend threw up his hands. “Hold up there, buddy. Before you go getting all pissed at me, I didn’t call her. Nanci called me and Kelsie was with her, so I asked to talk to her. You know, to put a few good words in for you.”


    He groaned. “You didn’t.”


    “I did,” his friend answered without hesitation. “I told her what a great guy you were and that it was too bad things didn’t work out between the two of you.”


    What was he talking about? Things weren’t over yet. “In case you’ve forgotten, I haven’t given up on Kelsie yet.”


    “I know. That’s why I told her that you had and that you were moving on.”


    “You what?” he snapped. “What the hell were you thinking?”


    “Relax, buddy. I wanted to see how she’d react to the news.”


    It took a moment for his friend’s words to sink in. Joe wasn’t carelessly flinging words around. He was trying to gauge how Kelsie really felt. “And?” he asked, hoping Joe’s good mood meant her reaction was what his friend had hoped for.


    “Let’s just say that she wasn’t exactly thrilled by the news you had decided to move on.”


    Cole’s worried expression gave way to a wide grin. If Kelsie wasn’t happy about him deciding to see other women, there was definitely more than a flicker of hope left for him to cling to.


    Joe laughed. “Nanci gave me hell for upsetting Kelsie, but she’ll get over it once I have a chance to explain things to her at the picnic.”


    “You didn’t tell her about the blind date?”


    “Not yet. But I warn you if she gets even the slightest inkling that something’s up she’ll get it out of me.” His mouth quirked up. “She has ways of making a man talk.”


    “Something tells me she has ways of making you do more than talk.”


    “No effort needed there.”


    Cole aimed the hose at his truck and squeezed the trigger, rinsing the drying suds off his bumper. “Thanks for checking to see where Kelsie’s head is at where we’re concerned.”


    “You would have done the same for me.”


    Joe was right. They would always have each other’s backs, both professionally and in their personal lives.


    * * *


    “Wow,” Kelsie said as they pulled into the freshly paved parking lot in front of Wick’s. “Nice place.”


    The mirrored windows at the club entrance were lit up with tiny pink and black lights. Judging by the few parking spaces remaining, this was the place to be. Thankfully, the building looked big enough to accommodate a lot of people.


    They paid their cover charge and made their way into the semi-darkened room. Lights like those outside vined their way across the ceiling and down the far wall where the bar was. To the left of the bar was a large dance floor that was flooded with colorful, rotating spotlights.


    “Check this place out,” Nanci said in awe.


    Kelsie looked around. “I am. I wish we had a place like this in Worthington.”


    “Come on,” her friend said, grabbing her by the arm. “Let’s go get a drink.”


    They made their way through the crowd to the bar where Nanci ordered their drinks. She turned, handing Kelsie her glass. “Here’s your Diet Coke.”


    “Thanks. Guess we should try and find a table.” Try was the operative word. The place was packed.


    They weaved in and out of people, drinks in hand. After about five minutes of searching, they located a table not too far from the dance floor.


    “Perfect,” Nanci exclaimed happily. “We can watch the dance floor from here when we’re not out there dancing ourselves.”


    She nodded in agreement. “And we’re close to the bathrooms. Another plus.” She settled into her chair and sipped at her drink as she looked around, taking everything in.


    She noted that Nanci, who would normally be eyeing up every hot man to walk through the front door, was simply tapping her painted nails to the music on the tabletop and watching everyone dance.


    She reached across the table, giving her friend’s arm a nudge. “What’s up with you tonight?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “We’ve been here for nearly twenty minutes and you haven’t once mentioned wanting to grab some guy’s ass.”


    Nanci’s posture went instantly rigid, her mouth drawing into a tight scowl as she stared past her. “You’re not going to have to wait any longer, but grabbing isn’t what I intend to do with this guy’s ass.”


    Kelsie looked at her questioningly and then followed her narrowed gaze to the dance floor. “Oh, shit.” What were the odds?


    Out on the dance floor, her ex was busily grinding away against the notorious office cleaning bimbo. Not a pretty sight.


    “Honestly, Kels, I don’t know what you ever saw in that guy.”


    “You used to like him.”


    “Yeah, well he had all of us fooled.” She took a swig of her beer. “Fool me once...”


    Watching Kyle out on the dance floor was like watching the freak show at the circus. He’d never been a good dancer. He only thought he was. Still thought so from the look of things.


    He looked different than he had when they’d gone to court to finalize their divorce, but the cleaning slut had changed her appearance in a much bigger way. At least up front where her miniscule tank top dipped down to display a new pair of surgically enhanced breasts.


    “Wonder what those cost him,” she muttered, suddenly self-conscious about her lesser endowments. Maybe her mother was right about the breast thing. Then again, Cole had appreciated her body. Very much so.


    “I’ll go ask him,” Nanci said, pushing her drink away. When she started out of her chair, Kelsie reached out to stop her.


    “Don’t.”


    “Why not?”


    “He’s not worth wasting our energy on.”


    “Can I at least go ask him if he’s misplaced his dick in his cleaning woman’s mouth lately?”


    Despite the uncomfortableness of the situation, Kelsie snorted with laughter. “Oh my God, no. Don’t you dare!” Nanci was like the cat that wanted to play with the mouse. Only in Kyle’s case he was a rat.


    “Maybe you’re right. Let’s get out of here before you have to deal with him.”


    “Too late,” she replied with a frown.


    Nanci turned to see Kyle heading their direction. “Shit.”


    He strode up to their table as if he was God’s gift to women. Something he wasn’t. “Well, well, if it isn’t my ex. You remember Allison, don’t you?”


    As if she could forget the woman who’d ruined her anniversary and wrecked her marriage all in one night. She refused to give him the benefit of a response.


    His gaze shifted to Nanci. “And if it isn’t her ever faithful friend,” he said in a loud, drunken slur.


    “Who would have thought you even knew what the word faithful meant?” Nanci replied with a sneer.


    Kyle didn’t have a comeback for that one.


    Her gaze moved over her ex in a scrutinizing manner. He wasn’t the man she remembered. His hair was shaggy and in desperate need of a cut, unlike Cole’s. His eyes were bloodshot, either from too much alcohol, or too many late nights with Allison. And it looked as though he had a kid’s swim ring inflated beneath his shirt at the waistband of his pants.


    “Show her your rock, Allie.”


    She held up her hand with a smile, displaying a large diamond solitaire engagement ring. “Kyle and I are getting married next month in the Virgin Islands,” she said as if she’d won herself a great prize.


    No prize there.


    Nanci snorted. “Maybe you should try the Not-So-Virgin Islands for your wedding instead.”


    “Your island of choice, no doubt,” Kyle retorted with a scowl.


    “Any island you’re not on would be my island of choice,” she shot back.


    “I have to agree with Nanci on that one,” Kelsie said with a nod, wishing he would leave and take his slutty fiancée with him.


    “Don’t be a hater,” Allison cooed, fluttering her fingers so her diamond reflected in the light.


    “I’m definitely hating,” Nanci said with a laugh. “I’ve always wanted a cubic zirconia engagement ring and a pair of fake boobs to go along with it.”


    “The ring’s not fake,” Allison argued, looking to Kyle for back up.


    Guilt was written all over his face.


    “Kyle!” his fiancé gasped.


    “The boobs weren’t cheap. I had to cut cost somewhere.”


    “You gave me a fake engagement ring? How could you?” she demanded. She stormed away, carefully avoiding Nanci as she moved past.


    He turned to Nanci. “Bitch.”


    “I try my best,” she said with a smug smile.


    Kelsie couldn’t keep the grin from her face. For so long after her divorce, any mention of her ex and what he’d done to her would bring her to tears. She’d dreaded the possibility of ever crossing paths with him again, unsure of how she’d react. Now here they were, together in the same room. And, much to her relief, she felt nothing. No hurt. No longing for what they might have had if Kyle hadn’t of been such an ass. She was void of any emotion at all where he was concerned.


    “I’m finally over you,” she said in surprise.


    Both Kyle and Nanci stopped the name slinging and looked her way. “What?” they replied in unison.


    She looked up at her ex. “You know, I’ve wondered at times how I would feel if we ever ran into each other again. Now I know. We were really never meant to be, you and me. I don’t love you. In fact, I realize now that what I felt for you when we were together was more youthful infatuation than real love.” Cole had shown her the difference.


    That last thought took her by surprise. How had that happened? Feeling the way she did about Cole presented her with a whole new set of problems, but it had also helped free her of her past.


    Kyle chuckled drunkenly. “Yeah right.” Then he leaned across the table to hover just inches from her face. “You and I both know if I wanted you back in my bed I could have you there with a snap of my fingers.”


    A second later he was lying on the floor, curled up in a ball and moaning.


    “Snap that,” Nanci hissed. Grabbing for her purse, she looked to Kelsie. “Time to go.”


    “What did you do to him?” she asked as they weaved their way out of the club.


    “Who me?” her friend asked with feigned innocence.


    “The ass was lying in the fetal position when we left him and you were smiling.”


    “Okay, so my foot slipped off the top rung of the chair.”


    “Slipped?”


    Nanci nodded. “Into his crotch.”


    She glanced down at the pointy toed heels Nanci had worn that night with a wince. “Bet that hurt like hell.”


    “You can count on it,” she said with a mischievous grin as they hurried across the lamp lit parking lot. “That’ll teach him to invade your personal space and be a dickhead at the same time.”


    “Thanks.”


    “My pleasure.”


    She turned to Nanci as they slid into her car. “For the record, I would never ever go back to Kyle. Not even if he was the last man on earth and someone slipped me an entire bottle of female Viagra.”


    Nanci burst into laughter. “That’s my girl.”


    She glanced back toward the night club. She had faced the demon from her past and had come out of it mentally intact. Kyle was an ass and always would be. Allison could have him.


    “You okay?” her friend asked as they pulled out onto the street.


    “I’m great.”


    “So much for finding a new place to hang out.”


    “Yeah, I could do without having to see Kyle and Allison ever again.”


    “Hey, maybe we’ll get lucky and a shark will eat them on their honeymoon.”


    Kelsie burst into laughter. “You are so bad.”


    “I try my best. What do you say we go back to my place and watch a chick flick?”


    “Sounds like a plan.” She laid her head back against the seat. This had actually turned out to be one of the best nights of her life. And seeing Kyle taken down by Nanci was definitely the icing on the cake.


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    


    Kelsie pulled up to the address her mother had given her. The place where she was to meet her very last blind date. That alone had her smiling.


    She lowered her window halfway down, looking around. Judging by the number of vehicles parked outside, it had to be the right place. Though there were a few cars in the mix, most of the vehicles that filled the driveway and the road in front of the house were big, shiny trucks.


    The house where the company picnic was being held was a newer split-level home with a privacy fence separating the backyard from the road in front. Woods provided the backdrop for what looked to be a partially fenced in backyard.


    She sat in her car, listening to the radio. A glance at her watch had her frowning. Had her mother gotten the time she was supposed to meet her date at the picnic mixed up? Or had he already arrived and decided to skip taking her in with him? Not that it would break her heart or anything. But then she’d still owe her mother one more blind date. She’d just as soon get it over with.


    Her ‘date’, the one and only Max, was supposed to meet her at her car at one o’clock so they could make their entrance into his company picnic together. It was now a few minutes after one with no date in sight.


    Ten minutes later she was still waiting for her mother’s ‘Mr. Perfect’ to arrive. Kelsie glanced at the clock on the dash again with an irritated frown. She didn’t have all day to sit there and wait for her date to arrive.


    Her pale pink nails tapped the steering wheel impatiently. He had to show up. Otherwise, her mother’s promise never to fix her up again would be null and void.


    Reaching for her purse, she dug inside for her cell phone. She would call her mother and double-check the meeting time. She pulled up her contact list and had just started to scroll down for her mother’s number when it occurred to her she’d be better off not calling. All she had to do was keep quiet about the date not happening and she was home free. Her mother would never know.


    The idea as fleeting. Past experience told her that her mother would be hunting her down in the morning to see how the date had gone. There was no way she’d be able to lie to her.


    “So now what?” she muttered in irritation. Here she was doing the guy a favor and he doesn’t even have the decency to−


    A tap on the partially open driver’s side window startled her from her thoughts. Her head whipped around, a startled gasp leaving her lips. The open phone slipped from her hand, clattering onto the passenger side floor.


    “Cole?”


    He smiled at her through the partially open window. “Hey, doll.”


    Heart racing she reached out with trembling fingers to lower her window the rest of the way down.


    “W...what are you doing here?”


    Had he followed her there? The possibility that he had both angered and excited her.


    He leaned into the open window, flashing that sexy, lone dimpled grin she’d been trying so hard to get out of her thoughts. “I would’ve been here sooner, but I ran into road construction.”


    “You still haven’t answered my question. Why are you here?”


    “As luck would have it, I’m your date.”


    It took a moment, but when his words finally hit her – like a ton of bricks. “You what?”


    He motioned toward the house. “I’m taking you to my company picnic.”


    “Your company picnic?”


    He nodded, grin still intact.


    What was going on here?


    “I’m not sure what you’re up to, but I’m supposed to be meeting a man named...” Her words trailed off as the realization of what her mother had done hit her. Cole Maxwell. Max.


    Shit.


    “You’re Max?”


    “To some of my friends,” he replied with a calmness she certainly didn’t feel at that moment. In her case, every single sensitive part of her body was going haywire. All she could think about was what it had been like to be made love to by this man. A man she’d done everything in her power to force from her thoughts. And now here he was in her life again.


    She forced herself to focus on the present and the situation she’d suddenly found herself in. “My mother was a part of this?” It was more a statement of fact at this point than a question.


    He nodded. “I’ll admit she might have helped me out a little, but it was my idea.”


    “My mother did more than help a little. She lied to me.”


    “There wasn’t any lying,” he argued with a smile.


    “I...you...” She gave a frustrated groan. “How could she have done this to me? Her own flesh and blood!”


    “I think your mother felt guilty about the wedding cake thing, so she agreed to help me out.”


    “The wedding cake thing?”


    “Yeah.” He chuckled. “After your mother found out we had gone out, she brought a tray of wedding cake samples in to the station for me to taste. Apparently one date to her meant you and I were engaged or soon would be.”


    “Oh my God,” she gasped. “I can’t believe she would do something like that.”


    “Trust me, she did. My entire crew witnessed it.”


    Heat rushed to her cheeks. “This is unreal.”


    “If I remember correctly, your mother is rather fond of the cappuccino truffle torte. But you, on the other hand, are more the French vanilla with cream cheese icing kind of girl.”


    She groaned and dropped her head back against the headrest, covering her face with her hands. “I can’t believe she did that.”


    His husky chuckle echoed in the car. “Her grandmother clock is ticking, you know.”


    She lifted her head to look at him. “She actually said that?”


    He nodded with a grin.


    “I am so sorry. I told Nanci something like this would happen if my mother found out I liked you.”


    “So you do like me.”


    How had that slipped out? Luckily, she hadn’t blurted out her need to feel his lips on hers again, to have him make love to her the way only Cole could.


    “I can’t do this,” she said, reaching out to turn the keys in the ignition. “I have to go.”


    His hand covered hers, stopping her. “Don’t leave.” It wasn’t an order. It was more of a determined plea.


    She was angry with both her mother and Cole for deceiving her the way the two of them had. But she was even angrier with herself for wanting him the way she did.


    “Why shouldn’t I?” she asked, her narrowed gaze pinning his down.


    “Because you and I need to talk.”


    “Yeah, well we could have done that over the phone,” she replied and then cringed. Why did she have to go and bring up the phone?


    The widening of his grin told her she had indeed prompted thoughts of their last phone conversation. Thankfully for her, he made no mention of it. In fact, he said nothing at all for several long moments, just stood there grinning.


    “This isn’t going to work,” she said halfheartedly.


    He broke eye contact just long enough to glance over his shoulder toward the house where the picnic was in full swing and then back to her, the expression in his dark eyes tender. “It can work. And for the record, you’re wrong about me.”


    “How so?”


    “I’m not perfect, Kelsie. Not by a long shot. All I ask is that you give me the chance to prove it to you.” He hesitated, his smile widening. “You know, I have to say I never thought I’d find myself trying to convince a woman how ‘not perfect’ I am.”


    “Look, Cole, I’m sure you’re going to make some other woman very happy─”


    “I don’t want some other woman,” he said, effectively cutting her off. “I want you.”


    “What about the other woman?”


    “What other woman?”


    “The one Joe said you had moved on to.”


    “There is no one else. Hasn’t been since I met you.”


    “But I thought...”


    “Why would I want any other woman in my life?” he said no longer teasing. “Hell, Kelsie, you make life so much more exciting when I’m with you. Always throwing me a curveball when I’m expecting a fastball straight down the center. I want that. I want you.”


    Her heart was in her throat. That was the most romantic thing a guy had ever said to her. And at the same time the most frightening.


    “Damn you, Cole Maxwell. Saying things to me like that is an unfair tactic.”


    “Is it working?” he asked, his expression almost boyishly hopeful.


    “Yes,” she said with a sigh. “It is.”


    He straightened and opened the door, reaching for her hand. “Good. Because I wouldn’t have been the only one who would have been disappointed if you had decided not to stick around for the picnic.”


    She let him pull her out of the car, meeting his gaze as he slid his arms around her waist. “If you’re referring to my mother, it wouldn’t matter because I’m not sure I’m ever going to speak to her again anyway.”


    He chuckled. “Your mother doesn’t seem like the type who can be avoided for very long. But I wasn’t referring to her. I was referring to Nanci.”


    “Nanci?”


    “Yeah. She’s out back with Joe.”


    She put up her hand. “Hold up. Are we talking Nanci, as in my best friend Nanci with an ‘i’ instead of a ‘y’?”


    He nodded.


    She stiffened. Was everyone she knew in on this blind date set up? “Are you telling me my best friend knew you were who I was going to be meeting here today?”


    “Yes and no.”


    “Which is it, Cole? Yes or no?”


    “Both actually.”


    “Do you mind telling me how that’s possible?” she asked, her irritation growing.


    “Joe decided not to tell Nanci you were coming until they arrived at the picnic.” He pointed to the driveway. “That’s his silver Explorer parked next to the mailbox, so I’m assuming she knows now. Joe was afraid she might let it slip if he told her any sooner.”


    At least her friend hadn’t turned traitor on her like her mother had. “I don’t like being lied to.”


    “No one lied.”


    She shot him an accusing glance.


    “Well, not really. I am your blind date. I’m taking you to my crew’s annual picnic, and one of my nicknames is Max. So you see, doll, no lies.”


    As much as she wanted to let him have it for pulling this crazy stunt, she couldn’t. Cole had gone to all this trouble just to see her again. And she had to admit it was the perfect plan to get her to go out with him again. He knew she wouldn’t have accepted if she’d have known it was him she was meeting that afternoon. And, despite all her protests, it felt good to be in his arms again.


    She sighed in surrender and relaxed in his arms. “You are crazier than my mother.”


    “Thanks. I’ll consider that a compliment.”


    “Cole...”


    “Yeah?”


    “Why do you call me that?”


    “What?”


    “Doll.”


    He kissed the top of her head. “Because that’s what you remind me of with those big beautiful green eyes. Those incredible lips.” He bent to brush his lips lightly over hers. “And this perfectly petite body.” His hands glided up the sides of her shirt to graze the swells beneath it.


    She shuddered. He made her feel so unbelievably sexy. She whispered his name, pressing into his touch.


    He responded by threading his fingers through her hair and lowering his mouth to hers once more, this time deepening the kiss.


    She clung to him, her body aching for more. But the flow of laughter drifting out over the privacy fence pulled her back into reality.


    She pushed away, trying to catch her breath, trying to think about anything but sex with Cole. “Something smells good.”


    “You mean besides you?” he teased then bent to nibble playfully at the nape of her neck.


    She shuddered as the heat of his mouth eased along her flesh. “I was referring to whatever’s cooking on the grill.” The words came out in a half-whisper as she tried not to recall how that same mouth felt moving over other parts of her body.


    Thankfully, he ended the sweet torture. “Come on, let’s go see if it tastes as good as it smells. Or, then again, if you’d rather we could always go back to your place and have emotionless sex.”


    More heat moved up her already sensitive neck to settle in her cheeks. Kelsie lowered her gaze to the cotton tee stretched across his muscular chest, determined to avoid that sexy grin and the desire he had once again stirred in her.


    Sex with Cole was the last thing she needed to think about. Not when she had been trying so hard to get him out of her system. Unfortunately that wasn’t going to happen as long as she and Cole were in such close proximity.


    He cupped her chin, lifting her face to his. “Come on. I was just teasing you.”


    Oh, he had done more than that. He was making her want. Bad.


    “I know that,” she muttered, trying to ignore the throbbing between her thighs. “But I really do owe you an apology for the other night. I never should have called you when I was somewhat inebriated.”


    He arched a challenging brow. “Somewhat?”


    She laughed softly. “Okay, so maybe I was a lot inebriated.”


    His husky laughter joined hers. “You were adorably inebriated. And I honestly didn’t have a problem with anything you said to me the other night, except the part about you wanting to end things with me. Oh, and maybe the part where you insisted I try wearing your bra to see how it feels.”


    She gasped in embarrassment, the heat in her cheeks rising. “What?” She’d wanted Cole to cross dress in her clothes?


    “Well, not me in particular. Or your bra in particular for that matter. You just seemed to think men don’t appreciate the amount of suffering it takes to wear them.”


    She groaned. “Shoot me now and put me out of my misery. I’m so embarrassed.”


    


    Cole chuckled and pulled her closer. It felt so damn good to have her in his arms again. Something he might not have had the chance to do without her mother’s help.


    He smiled into her hair. “Has anyone ever told you how sexy you look when you’re blushing?” Hell, she was sexy no matter what she was doing.


    She groaned again. “Stop saying things like that. You’re only making it worse.”


    “Come on,” he said, releasing her. Taking her hand in his, he led her toward the festivities before he gave in to the urge to take her back to his place and make love to her again. “The guys are looking forward to seeing you again.”


    “At least, I won’t be hanging from a tree limb this time,” she muttered. “I can only imagine what they must think of me after that fiasco.”


    “They like your spunk,” he said as he led her across the freshly mowed front yard to the hinged gate at the side of the house. Unlatching the gate, he swung it open. “After you.”


    She stepped past him into the backyard. “You’d better watch it, Cole. Holding a gate open for a girl will put you back into the ‘too perfect’ category.”


    His gaze fell to her shapely backside and the jean shorts hugging it. If she could read his thoughts, she’d know they were anything but gentlemanly. But before he could set her straight, his date was swarmed by every single unattached guy at the picnic.


    Ignoring him, his buddies offered Kelsie chairs, drinks, you name it. It was almost comical. Almost. Having had more than enough of his buddies drooling over Kelsie, he laced his fingers through hers possessively. “You boys will have to find your own woman. This one’s mine.”


    He waited for her to argue that she wasn’t ‘his’ and put him in his place, but surprisingly she didn’t. A promising sign.


    “Finally,” Joe called out as he led Nanci, drink in hand, through the dispersing circle of grumbling males. “We wondered if you two were going to show up.”


    Cole nodded. “Joe. Nanci.”


    “I see the vultures are after your date, too,” his friend said with a wink in Nanci’s direction.


    “Well, they’re out of luck.” He turned to smile at Kelsie. “I worked damn hard to get this date set up. I have no intention of sharing my woman with any of them.”


    Kelsie looked up at him, pinning him with her green eyes. “Your woman?”


    “I was thinking the exact same thing,” Nanci said, looking his way.


    “Did I say my woman?” Cole teased. “I could have sworn I said my date.”


    “Nope,” Joe assured him. “It was definitely ‘your woman’ I heard come out of your mouth.”


    “Hmm...must be all that smoke I’ve been inhaling on the job lately.”


    Or wishful thinking.


    Joe nodded in agreement. “Yep, that’s got to be it.”


    Nanci stepped up to Kelsie, placing a hand on her arm. “Before you yell at me for Cole’s bringing you here, I want you to know that I’m innocent.”


    “I already know that.” She cast a quick glance his way. “Cole told me you had no idea what they were planning. So, unlike my mother, you’re off the hook.”


    Nanci let her hand fall away. “Well, judging by the smile I saw on your face when you two arrived, I’m assuming Cole’s already been forgiven.”


    “Not quite,” he answered for her.


    “He’s right,” Kelsie said with a stubborn tilt of her chin. “I only stayed because I knew you were going to be here.”


    He pressed a hand to his chest. “Ouch, that hurt.” Then he chuckled. “But don’t you two believe a word of it. She stayed because she wants me - bad.”


    “In your dreams,” she shot right back.


    Joe snorted, choking on his drink.


    “Hey! Whose side are you on?”


    “Sorry,” his friend replied, pointing to the plastic cup in his hand. “It went down the wrong pipe.”


    Nanci laughed. “Well, whatever the reason, I’m glad you stayed.”


    “Yeah,” Joe said, slipping his arm around his date’s waist. “It’ll give Nanci here something else to talk about besides sex. I swear this woman here has a one-track mind.”


    His date looked up at him. “You have a problem with my sex talk? Maybe we’ll just forget that phone sex I promised you later.”


    “Sweetheart, I’m always up for phone sex,” he said, eyeing the purse slung over his date’s shoulder. “Speaking of which, you got your cell with you?”


    She nodded.


    “Good, let’s take a walk in the woods and see what kind of coverage our phones get.”


    Joe led her away, the two of them giggling like a couple of teens.


    Cole turned to Kelsie. “Do you think they even remembered we were here?”


    Her gaze drifted to the thickening of trees Joe and Nanci had disappeared into. “Somehow I doubt it. Sex and anything associated with it has the tendency to alter brain function.”


    “So did you bring your cell?”


    She turned back to him. “What?”


    “Just in case you decide you’d like to have your brain function altered a little, too.”


    “Oh, you have inhaled too much smoke,” she told him, those green eyes looking up at him with more than a hint of amusement. “Besides, I left my cell in my car.”


    “I’d be happy to go get it for you.” He loved getting her fired up.


    “We’re not going to have sex. Phone-wise or regular ever again.”


    “Never say never,” he warned with a grin. Because if he had his way, there would definitely be a next time.


    “Cole,” she groaned in frustration.


    He laughed. “Come on, Cupcake. Let’s get the rest of the introductions over with.”


    He led her in the direction of the checkered tablecloth covered picnic tables where his lieutenant and the rest of his crew were seated with their significant others.


    “Maxwell!” the Lieutenant called out.


    Cole smiled. “Lieutenant.”


    Standing, the lieutenant held his hand out to Cole in greeting. “Glad you could make it.”


    “Wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”


    The lieutenant looked toward Kelsie with a smile. “Aren’t you going to officially introduce us?”


    Cole slipped an arm around her waist. “This is my date, Kelsie Collins. Kelsie, Lieutenant Calhoun and his beautiful wife, Maggie.”


    She returned his smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


    “Actually, we’ve already met,” the lieutenant informed her with a grin.


    “We have?”


    “Well, not officially until now. You were a little preoccupied with a tree last time I saw you.”


    Cole watched the color deepen in her cheeks. “Ignore him,” he told her with a husky chuckle. “He likes to give pretty girls a hard time. Doesn’t he, Maggie?”


    The lieutenant’s wife nodded and then shook a chastising finger at her husband. “Behave yourself.”


    “It’s all right,” Kelsie assured her.


    Maggie Calhoun turned to her with a warm smile. “We’re so glad you could join us today. From what I hear, you’ve made quite an impression on our Cole here. And I’m sure I don’t have to tell you what a great catch he is.”


    “Keep on selling me, Maggie,” Cole told her with a grin. “I’ve been trying real hard to convince her of that, but she’s a tough sell.”


    “Judy did the same thing to me at first if you remember right,” Stubby joined in from the far end of the picnic table. “If you ask me, I think women are put on this earth to drive men crazy in bed and out.”


    “Stubby McGuire!” his wife gasped, smacking him on the arm. “Keep it up and the only place I’ll be driving you to tonight is to the sofa.”


    “As you can see,” Cole said, “we’re like one big happy family.” He went on to introduce her to the rest of his crew and their wives and then led Kelsie over to the food table.


    “Hungry?” he asked, handing her a paper plate.


    “Starved.”


    “Well, let’s see what we can do about that,” he answered with a wink.


    “Your friends are all so nice,” she said, glancing back toward the picnic tables.


    “It’s a job requirement.”


    “I take it the ability to tease is another,” she said as she plucked several cherry tomatoes from the veggie tray in front of her.


    He grabbed them some plastic silverware from the wicker basket on the table. “They really like you.”


    “Do you think so?” she said, and then quickly added, “Not that it matters. It’s not like you and I will be going out again.”


    “We will if I have my way.”


    “Cole...”


    “What?” He grabbed the large metal fork from the meat tray and stabbed at a steak, dropping it onto her plate. “It’s no secret that I’ve got one hell of a crush on you.” He did a quick scan of the picnic goers and added, “Along with about every other guy at my station.”


    “Are you always this persistent?”


    “Not always.” He stabbed at a steak for himself. “I just like to see things right in the world. And our being together is right.”


    She lowered her plate to the table with a sigh and turned to him, no doubt intending to tell him all the reasons why they shouldn’t be a couple. But he didn’t give her the chance. Instead, he set his plate down and drew her to him for a kiss.


    “Hey, you two!” Nate hollered from across the yard where he and another firefighter were in the middle of a game of horseshoes. “Get a room!”


    Cole broke off the kiss, noting the flush that had returned to her beautiful face. He grabbed their plates from the table. “Come on. Let’s go eat where we can have a little privacy.”


    “I...I don’t mind eating with your friends,” she said, clearly affected by the kiss.


    “I do. I have to look at their mugs across the dinner table enough as it is. I’d much rather be focusing on something a whole lot prettier. You.” He nodded toward the iced down keg that sat next to the oak tree a few feet away from the food tables. “Can you grab us a couple of beers?”


    “Sure.”


    He watched as she walked over and grabbed two plastic cups from the stack beside the keg and filled them. His smile widened. She was so unlike the other women he’d taken a chance on. Kelsie fit in. She belonged there. With him.


    The woman of his dreams turned from the keg and smiled at him. “All set. Let’s go eat.”


    He led her away from the others. “There’s a clearing just on the other side of those trees,” he said. “We’ll eat there.”


    They stopped beneath the shade of an old oak tree. Cole set the plates down on the grass and then turned to her. “Wait here. I’ll go grab us a couple of lawn chairs.”


    “I don’t need a lawn chair.” She settled onto the grass, folding her legs. “It’s a picnic. You’re supposed to sit on the grass to eat.”


    “I thought it was supposed to be on a picnic blanket.”


    She looked up at him, her green eyes challenging. “What’s wrong, Cole? You afraid of getting a little dirty?”


    He lowered himself onto the grass beside her with a grin. “On the contrary, doll, there’s nothing I’d like better than to get a little dirty with you.”


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    


    Kelsie’s pulse quickened at the thought of ‘getting dirty’ with Cole. No matter how attracted she was to the ‘perfect’ side of him, she loved his bad boy side even more. Thankfully for her, there were others around or she might very well have taken him up on his offer.


    Her gaze moved over him, prompting her to immediately retract her last thought. No might about it. She definitely would have taken him up on his offer.


    “Considering it?” he asked, his voice low and teasing.


    She laughed and shook her head. “Not for a second.”


    “Liar,” he said with a knowing grin as he reached for the plates he’d set on the ground and handed hers to her.


    Ignoring his accusation, she cut into her steak. It was so tender it gave the plastic silverware no resistance whatsoever. Stabbing at a piece, she brought it to her mouth.


    “Well?” he asked as he cut into his. “Any good?”


    “Mmm...” she groaned. “Definitely as good as it smelled from the road. I can’t believe how tender it is.”


    “It’s the lieutenant’s secret marinade.”


    She lifted her gaze to his. “Secret, huh?”


    “Top secret,” he replied with a nod. Then he leaned over to whisper against her ear, “Beer and garlic.”


    The warmth of his breath against sensitive curve of her ear sent delicious shudders racing through her. She turned slightly to look up at him. “You don’t say.”


    “It’s true.” He slowly closed the space between them, his mouth drawing ever closer to hers. “But you can’t reveal the lieutenant’s secret recipe to anyone.”


    He was so close she could practically feel his mouth on hers. Wanted to feel his mouth on hers. “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it,” she said, her words fading off as she gave in to the temptation and pressed her lips to his.


    Cole reached up to thread his fingers in her hair with a low groan, deepening the kiss.


    Closing her eyes, Kelsie returned the kiss, days of longing for just this moment urging her on. She sighed into his mouth as he moved to cup her face with his hands.


    A moment later, Cole pulled away with a long, drawn out sigh. “Sorry. I got carried away.”


    Carry away some more, she wanted to scream. But what little was left of her common sense told her she should be grateful. Lips still tingling, she said, “Thank you for inviting me here today.”


    “So I’m forgiven for tricking you into coming today?”


    She smiled. “Yes. And lucky for you. If I hadn’t, I might have turned Nanci loose on you. She gives new meaning to ‘hitting below the belt’.”


    He feigned a wince. “I’m thinking I’d prefer not to be at the receiving end of Nanci’s anger.”


    “Smart man. You should’ve seen...” her words trailed off. She forced her gaze to her plate. “Never mind.”


    “Seen what?” he pressed.


    And she thought Nanci had a big mouth. “Nothing,” she said, pushing the food on her plate around with her fork. The last thing she wanted to talk about while sitting there with Cole was her ass of an ex.


    He reached out to push a strand of hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear. “What aren’t you telling me that I’m going to find out about sooner or later anyway?”


    He was right. Nanci had probably already told Joe all about their night out which meant Cole was bound to hear about her run-in with Kyle. She lifted her gaze to his. “I ran into my ex last night when Nanci and I went out.”


    His playful expression sobered. “I see.”


    “No, I don’t think you do.”


    “How did you feel about seeing him again?” he said, his words tight.


    He almost sounded jealous. Wishful thinking on her part, Kelsie quickly decided. That is, until she noticed the rhythmic tick of a muscle at the hinge of his freshly-shaved jaw. He cared?


    “How did I feel?” she repeated, giddy that the thought of her with her ex bothered Cole. The man deserved to be a little bothered after scheming behind her back with her mother to get her there. She smiled brightly, pressing a finger to her lips. “Let me think. That’s a hard one. There were so many things I felt when I saw Kyle again.” She watched his frown deepen and fought the urge to giggle. “But, if I were to describe it all in one word, I guess that word would be – nauseous.”


    His dark brown eyes widened. “What?”


    “My ex-husband is an arrogant ass. I realized last night when we ran into Kyle just how much better off I am without him in my life.”


    Relief eased his taut expression. “I’m glad to hear it. You deserve better.”


    “I know.”


    “So where does Nanci being the giver of pain come into this story?”


    “Kyle was belligerently drunk and, as Nanci put it, invading my personal space, so she put him in his place with a firm kick to the groin.”


    “He’s lucky I wasn’t there with you or he’d have gotten a boot up his ass as well.”


    Cole’s protectiveness towards her felt good. “You’d have had an easy target, seeing as how he was curled up on his side in the fetal position when we left him the club. Unfortunately for my big-mouth ex, Nanci wore her pointiest toed high heels to the club and she knows how to use them.”


    “Nanci’s a good friend,” he said with a chuckle. “I’m thinking I’d better warn Joe to start wearing a cup whenever he and Nanci go out. Just in case he says the wrong thing and sets her off.”


    She laughed softly. “I think your friend’s manhood is safe.”


    His smile softened as he reached out to stroke her cheek. “Seriously though, I’m sorry you had to deal with your ex last night.”


    “I’m not.”


    His hand stilled. “You’re not?”


    Placing her hand over his, she replied, “No. Seeing Kyle again was something I’ve worried about for a long time, wondering how I would feel. Wondering if the hurt I’d felt from his betrayal would still be there. But there was nothing.”


    “Not even a flicker of feeling?”


    “Not even a flicker,” she assured him with a warm smile. “Even when we were married, I never felt the flame of passion I feel with you.”


    He took the plate from her hands and placed it onto the ground next to his.


    He looked like a man on a mission. “Cole?”


    “Shh...” Capturing her face between his hands, he covered her mouth with his. His kiss was tender, but thorough, making her legs weak. Thankfully, she was sitting down. Standing at that moment would have been nearly impossible.


    When the kiss ended, he picked up her plate and handed it back to her with a sexy, lone-dimpled grin. “Just keeping the flame going.”


    It was more of a bonfire at that moment, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. She tried not to think about the other things she’d like Cole to be doing. Food was safe. She’d focus on that. “Thank you for bringing me to your station’s picnic today,” she said as she took another bite of her steak.


    “You know,” he said as he sat watching her, his expression still heated, “I never thought I’d be jealous of a piece of plastic.”


    She paused between bites to look up at him. “What?”


    “Seeing that fork slide in and out of your sweet mouth and wishing it were my tongue delving into that sweetness instead.”


    The plastic fork slipped from her trembling fingers to the grassy earth below. So much for food being safe.


    


    “Come on,” Cole said, dumping their drinks in the grass. Then he stacked the empty cups together. His need for her was beyond painful. He wanted to hold her as he had the night they’d made love. To kiss every beautiful inch of her. To open himself up to her as he never done with any other woman. The heat of desire driving him, he pushed to his feet.


    “Where are we going?” she asked as he took the plate of barely touched picnic food from her hands and placed it under his own.


    Setting the empty cups atop the plates, he said huskily, “Some place more private.” He extended his free hand. “My house.”


    She took the offer hand, allowing him to help her to her feet. “But we haven’t finished eating.”


    He smiled as he pulled her to her feet, his gaze pinning hers. “Doll, food is not what I’m hungry for right now.”


    “That makes two of us,” she admitted with a breathy little sigh.


    His heated gaze traveled appreciatively down her slender form. Then he lowered his head to brush his lips over hers, murmuring huskily, “I want you so bad I hurt.”


    She responded to his needy admission by running the tip of her tongue teasingly along his bottom lip. “We can’t have you hurting, now can we?”


    “Oh, hell,” he said with a groan, his desire erupting like a three-alarm fire.


    Threading his fingers through hers, he led Kelsie back to the main picnic area where most of his friends and their significant others were still seated, eating and talking.


    “What are we going to tell them?” she whispered with a glance toward the picnic tables as he tossed their trash into an old wine barrel that had been turned into a makeshift garbage can.


    He followed her anxious gaze and then shrugged with a grin. “How about the truth? That we’re leaving the picnic to go back to my place to have incredibly hot sex.”


    Her head snapped around, her eyes meeting his. “Don’t even think about it.”


    He chuckled. “Oh, I’m thinking about it all right. Hot, sweaty, love every inch of your sweet body kind-of-sex.”


    Color flooded her cheeks. “Cole...”


    She had no idea how sexy she was when she blushed like that. Before he could tell her, Stubby called out, “You two done eating already?”


    The others seated at the picnic table with him turned to look their direction.


    Cole nodded and called back, “The steaks were great, Lieutenant.”


    “Thanks,” the lieutenant replied with a nod.


    Taking Kelsie by the hand, he led her over to the table where most of his crew sat talking. Or at least they had been until Stubby had directed everyone’s attention his and Kelsie’s way. “We hate to eat and run, but we have another party we need to get to.”


    Maggie Calhoun stood and walked around the table to give Kelsie a hug. “I’m sorry you have to leave so soon. We haven’t had much of a chance to visit. Hopefully, next time we’ll have the opportunity to get to know each other better.”


    Kelsie offered her a warm smile. “I’d like that very much.”


    The older woman looked to Cole. “Be sure to bring her around again. I like this one.”


    “You and me both,” he admitted openly.


    “Maybe to the company Christmas party,” she suggested.


    “We’ll be there,” he told her with a mischievous grin his date’s direction. “Right under the mistletoe.”


    Kelsie responded with a warning jab in his ribs, making him chuckle.


    Laughter rose up around the table.


    Maggie turned to Kelsie. “All silliness aside, we’re so glad you could join us today.”


    “Thank you for having me.”


    The lieutenant stepped up beside his wife, slipping his muscular arm around her waist. “Any friend of Cole’s is a friend of ours. And I have to say that you’re even prettier than your picture.”


    “My picture?”


    “You know. The one they ran in the newspaper after Cole rescued you from that tree.”


    Cole rolled his eyes. Just what she needed to be reminded of.


    Maggie nodded. “And you’re a lot more down to earth than those other women─”


    “Will you look at the time,” Cole blurted out, cutting her off. “We’ve really got to get going.” With a quick goodbye to his friends, he hurried Kelsie away toward the open gate.


    “Other women?”


    Maggie was about the sweetest woman he had ever known, but she had a bad habit of blurting out whatever came to mind without thinking it through first.


    He glanced her way with a grin. “Jealous, doll?”


    


    Oh, was she ever, Kelsie thought. She hated the thought of Cole being with another woman. Not that she had any right to feel that way. They weren’t in a relationship. More her doing than his. But the thought of committing herself to one person, putting her heart out there to possibly be broken again, was terrifying. She couldn’t help but think of the old saying ‘too good to be true’. What if Cole really was just that?


    “You’ve got that look again.”


    Distracted from her thoughts she looked up at him. “What?”


    “That ‘I’m ready to run for the hills’ look. Should I change into my running shoes?”


    She laughed softly. “I promise I have no thoughts of running anywhere. Except to your bed.”


    He gave a low growl. “Good. Come on, I’ll walk you to your car.”


    She pulled her keys from the pocket of her shorts and unlocked her driver’s side door. “I’ll follow you back to your place.”


    He nodded and then opened the door for her. “Just so you know, there weren’t that many.”


    She looked up at him as she settled behind the wheel. “That many?”


    “Women.”


    “Oh.”


    He closed the door and then leaned in through the open window, resting his arms on the door frame. “I promise you there’s nothing for you to be jealous about. None of those women even came close to making me feel the way you do.”


    She smiled. “Are we talking in bed or out?”


    “Both.”


    “Race you home.”


    “You’re on.” He stepped away from her door and with a sexy grin took off in a sprint for his truck.


    Heart racing wildly, she pulled away. Not only had she and Cole slipped away from his company picnic to go back to his place and have ‘hot, incredible’ sex, but he had just worked his way a little deeper into her heart and she wasn’t running.


    Halfway back to his place, he passed her in his truck, grinning as he did so. There was no denying the hunger she saw there. The same hunger that had her counting down the streets to Cole’s house. To Cole’s bed.


    He turned into his driveway and pulled into the garage even as the door was still lifting, giving her room to park in the drive behind him.


    “I hear there’s a party happening here,” she said to him as she stepped from her car.


    He gave a deep, husky chuckle, eyeing her up as he did so. “You’ve come to the right place.”


    “What kind of party is it?” she asked with playful innocence.


    “Pajama.”


    Excitement moved through her, making her body tingle. “Sounds like fun. Only problem is I left my P.J.’s at home.”


    They stepped up onto the porch. “No problem,” he said as he unlocked the door. He motioned her inside. “You wouldn’t have had them on very long anyway.”


    “Promises. Promises,” she tossed back as she stepped past him into the kitchen.


    “I’ll show you promises.” Closing the door behind them, he pulled her into his arms, capturing her mouth beneath his own in a hungry kiss.


    She sank into him, the soft curves of her body molding against his much harder ones. A body toned from years of the physical demand that came along with being a firefighter. Her fingers threaded through his dark hair and then slid down the back of the dark gray t-shirt that clung to his muscular back.


    They moved through the kitchen, peeling away each other’s clothes on their way back to his bedroom. Lips and hands connecting with heated flesh.


    “I never realized this hall was so damn long,” Cole complained as he kicked free of his shorts.


    “Too long,” she replied in a breathy groan as her shorts joined his on the floor.


    He stopped and turned, pinning her against the hallway wall. His dark eyes sought hers as his fingers moved to tangle through her hair. Their labored breaths echoed in the confined space. With a coaxing tug, he tilted her face up to his.


    “Cole,” she whimpered, wetting her lips in anticipation of what was yet to come if the heated look in his eyes was any indication.


    His gaze settled on her lips as if he wanted to devour them. Then, he did. He captured her mouth beneath his in a frenzied kiss that nearly took her breath away.


    “I can’t get enough of you,” he muttered against her parted lips and then kissed his way along her jaw and down the curve of her neck to the sensitive flesh at the top of a bare shoulder.


    She knew the feeling. Tipping her head back with a soft moan, she urged his mouth to continue its sensual assault.


    He did, moving lower to tease the tip of an aching breast.


    She clutched at his head, gasping with pleasure as he took more of her breast into the heat of his mouth.


    “Mmm...” he murmured, urging her legs apart with an impatient knee until she was imprisoned there between the wall and his hard, naked body. Then his large hand slid down her bare leg to the back of her knee, lifting it.


    She looked down, watching as Cole’s long fingers eased beneath the slender strap of her leather sandal, pushing it down over her heel. The shoe clattered onto the hardwood floor below.


    Closing her eyes, she enjoyed the sensation created by the friction of flesh against flesh as her freshly shaven leg slid down his muscular thigh. Thank God she had shaved.


    Her bare foot had barely touched the floor before he was reaching for her other leg, his knee still planted firmly between her parted thighs. Liquid heat pooled, dampening the crotch of her silken panties.


    “Cole,” she pleaded, needing him inside her.


    “Sorry, doll,” came his husky reply. “This is my party and I get to pick the games.”


    She nodded in total compliance, more than willing to let him lead the way. “So what are we playing?”


    “A little game of Red Rover, Red Rover, Hand All Your Clothes Over.” He removed her other sandal and then ran his hand slowly up her bare thigh until he reached the lacy edge of her silken panties.


    Kelsie squirmed in need. Need for those teasing fingers to move a little to the right. To touch her and put her out of her misery. But this was Cole’s game and he wasn’t playing fair. Not in the least.


    He let his finger trail along the lace to where it cut up her thigh and then back down again, but not far enough. She moved her hips, trying to coax his hand to touch her where she needed to be touched. But that only served to up the fever that raged through her as the movement had her riding the leg planted firmly between her quivering thighs.


    “That’s it, doll,” he whispered against her ear. “You want it. Take it.” He raised his thigh a little higher until it pressed against her damp panties, giving her no choice but to finish the ride.


    She clung to his broad shoulders as the rocking rhythm of her hips increased. The cool air blowing down from an air conditioner vent above did little to ease the fire between her legs, and she was definitely on fire.


    “So much heat,” he said with a groan and then clamped onto her hips, urging her on. “Heat I’m going to bury myself in over and over.”


    Already clinging to the edge of sexual sanity, his words swept her away. Thighs clenching, she cried out, clinging to him as her body shuddered and then shuddered some more.


    He scooped her up in his strong, muscular arms. “Hang on, doll, this night’s only just begun.”


    


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY


    


    Cole carried her the rest of the way into his bedroom where he lowered her onto the bed. Then he stepped away.


    “Cole?”


    With a sexy smile, he shoved his black cotton fitted boxers down his legs and stepped out of them. Then he reached out to grab a condom from the nightstand. “Something I can get for you, doll?”


    “You. Now.”


    “Mmm... I like a woman who knows what she wants,” he muttered, his voice husky with desire.


    And she thought she was hot before. His words excited her. And the sight of him... Kelsie groaned softly. She couldn’t take her eyes off that hard, lean body.


    “Be right with you,” he said, tearing the foil packet open.


    She watched in eager anticipation as he worked the condom down his very impressive erection. His dark eyes reflected a hunger that had her shifting restlessly when he turned and started towards her.


    Leaning over her, he said, “These have to go.” Hooking his fingers around the sides of her panties, he slowly eased the silken material downward, intentionally taking his time.


    She lifted her hips, silently urging him to speed up the process. She needed him to make love to her and she needed him to do it now, before she had a chance to think about what it was she was doing. She just wanted to let herself go. To let herself feel again.


    But his ‘party game’ continued as he tossed her panties aside and ran his hands in an even slower caress up the inside of her bare thighs. His touch came to a stop just short of what she’d hoped was their intended destination.


    “Cole,” she whimpered. “This game of yours isn’t fair at all.”


    “But the prize is worth playing the game for.” That said, he eased her trembling thighs apart and lowered his head.


    Her soft moans filled the room as he loved her with his mouth.


    The moment release came he kissed his way up to her mouth, taking it in a frenzied kiss as he settled himself between her parted thighs.


    She dug her nails into the taut flesh of his back. “I need you. Please, Cole.”


    “I’m all yours, doll.” With that, he plunged into her welcoming warmth, his groan merging with her cry of pleasure.


    Wrapping her legs around his hips, she took all he had to give.


    Cole loved her with a passion she had never known. The kind some women searched all of their lives for and never found. His lean hips and muscular thighs work in rhythm as he sank into her and then pulled nearly all the way out. Over and over.


    Kelsie felt the pressure building inside her. Curling her fingers into the comforter beneath her, she fought to hold back her release, determined to remain caught up in the sensual fire that licked relentlessly at her flesh.


    Cole wrapped her legs around his waist and thrust deeper. Harder. Faster. His impassioned groans filling her ears. “You’re so close,” he growled. “I can feel it.”


    “Yes,” she admitted breathlessly as she clung to him, her nails digging deeper in to taut flesh of his back.


    He took her mouth in a demanding kiss, his tongue seeking hers and finding it. His breath became hers and hers his. “Come with me,” he murmured against her lips.


    She couldn’t have denied him even if she had wanted to. Passion had taken control of her body, demanding release. Crying out, she wrapped her legs tighter around his waist and lost herself to the need.


    Cole threw back his head, crying out her name as he leapt into the fire with her.


    * * *


    “You awake?” Cole asked softly.


    “Mmm hmm...” Kelsie murmured. “Just lying here enjoying this feeling of contentment.”


    He slipped from beneath the sheet to stand beside the bed. “Come with me.”


    “Funny, but I could have sworn I already did. Twice.”


    “It won’t be the last time,” he assured her with a chuckle as he tugged the sheet away.


    “Cole!” she shrieked, trying to drag it back up over her. Being naked in the heat of passion was one thing. Having him see her in this weak, languid state...


    Reaching for her hand, he gave it a gentle tug.


    “Where are we going?” she asked as he pulled her from the tangle of sheets.


    “You know how much we firefighters like to play with water.”


    “You’re going to take me outside and hose me down?” she asked, attempting to cover her nakedness as he led her out of the bedroom. “Because I was only fantasizing about us making love in the yard. I’m not anywhere near that sexually daring.”


    “I’m saving that for another time. Right now you and I are going to try out my shower.”


    “Together?” She knew how ridiculous the question sounded the second it left her lips, but there was no taking it back.


    He stopped in the hallway and turned to her. “Not if you don’t want to.”


    She closed her eyes with a soft sigh. “It’s not that.”


    He drew her to him and cupped her face, gently tipping it upward. “Look at me, Kelsie.”


    Slowly, she opened her eyes, meeting his gaze.


    He brushed his lips over hers in a tender kiss. “I’d never make you do anything you didn’t want to do.”


    “I know that.”


    A frown furrowed his brows as his gaze moved down the hand she had shielding her breasts. “Then talk to me, Kelsie. What’s going on in that pretty little head of yours?”


    “You know how you told me that I was the first woman you’ve ever brought to your bed?”


    He nodded. “I meant that.”


    “I know.” She knew a lot of men might lie about something like that, but not him. Kelsie bit at her lower lip, suddenly feeling awkwardly inexperienced. “I guess it’s my turn for a confession.”


    “I’m sorry?” he said, looking confused.


    “I’ve never showered with a man before.”


    “Just women?” he asked with a teasing grin.


    She pulled her hand from his and shoved lightly at his broad chest. Was this man ever serious? “You know what I mean, Cole. We’ll be naked in there together.”


    “Most people are when they shower.”


    “Is there a lot of light in your bathroom?” she asked anxiously.


    His dimple deepened as his smile widened. “I’ve got two battery operated spotlights and a utility drawer full of candles if light is what you want.”


    “No,” she gasped. “The darker the better.”


    “You want it dark?” He studied her for a long moment before asking, “Why?”


    “I...well,” she stammered nervously. “Because of my breasts.”


    “Your breasts prefer to shower in the dark?”


    She groaned. “What I’m trying to say is—”


    He pressed a finger to her lips, silencing her. “I’ve seen every inch of you. Kissed every inch of you.” He pulled her hand away, replacing it with his own as he cupped her breasts. “There isn’t a damn thing wrong with these. They’re perfectly rounded and fill my hands like they were made just for me.” His thumbs circled the taut peaks. “And the way your nipples respond to my touch...”


    “No more,” she pleaded in embarrassment. No one had ever said things like that to her.


    “I’m not sure I want to stop,” he told her. “You’re so damn adorable when you blush.”


    Moisture filled her eyes as she looked up at him. “You always know the right thing to say.” Always knew how to make her feel comfortable about her inadequacies, whether it be her small breasts or her lack of sexual experience.


    “I only speak the truth. I know I’ve said this before, but I’m going to say it again. Your ex was an ass. He had the problem, not you. How he could have had a wife as sexy as you and not have dragged you into the shower with him every night is beyond me.”


    Maybe because he was off having sex with other women.


    Oddly enough, that thought didn’t hurt her anymore. Kyle had made his bed – or in his case several – and he’d have to lie in them. She’d moved on to a much bigger and better bed. Cole’s.


    She stepped forward until their bodies touched. “Will I get to help wash your back?” she asked as she rubbed against his growing erection.


    Cole let out a hiss. “You can wash anything your heart desires.”


    “We might be a while then.” She reached out to run her fingers down his incredibly defined abdomen, and then allowed her fingertips to travel a little lower.


    He gave a husky growl. “We aren’t even going to make it to the shower if you keep on touching me that way.” Taking her by the hand again, he led her down the hall to the bathroom.


    A moment later, they were standing beneath the pulsing spray of the shower. Wisps of steam rose up around them, adding warmth to their already heated flesh.


    Cole held out the soap. “You want to go first?”


    She took it without hesitation. “You’ll be lucky if you get it back.”


    “I’m that dirty, huh?”


    She smiled as she reached up to soap his broad shoulders. “Very, very dirty.” Her sudsy hands worked their way down his broad chest.


    He closed his eyes. “Mmm...”


    She let her hands explore, gliding over him, taking in every ridge, every contour. His body was hot and hard, his skin so surprisingly smooth beneath her questing fingertips as they moved down his lean hips to his soap up muscular thighs. She made slow, sudsy circles around the base of his straining erection.


    Cole’s head dropped back against the shower wall, his eyes squeezing shut as if in pain. But she knew better. He wanted her. Wanted this.


    “Turn around,” she demanded.


    He opened his eyes, peering at her through the water’s spray as it fell between them. “What?”


    “I need to wash your back.”


    He flashed her that sexy grin that never failed to make her pulse race and turned to face the wall. “I like this side of you.”


    “I like this side of you,” she said, running her soap-slicked hands over his muscular backside. “But I think I like this side even better. She slid her hands up and around his waist to close around his wet shaft, stroking it slowly.


    “Kelsie...” he muttered through clenched teeth. “You have to stop.”


    “I can’t,” she said with a smile, stroking faster. “You’re still pretty dirty.”


    “I’ll show you how dirty I am.”


    “Cole,” she squealed as he spun around to face her. The bar of soap slipped from her hand to the tile floor below. Not bothering to pick it up, he backed her up against the warm, wet wall.


    “You drive me wild,” he said hoarsely. The savage hunger she saw in his eyes backed up his statement. His mouth came down hard over hers, claiming her.


    She groaned into the kiss as she wrapped her arms around his neck. He wasn’t the only one feeling wild.


    Without breaking the kiss, he lifted her, parting her trembling thighs to move between them as the steamy water rained down on them.


    She wrapped her legs around his waist, her cry of pleasure lost in his kiss as he pushed into her. His mouth left hers to tease the sensitive flesh of her neck while his hands slid up over her ribs to cup her breasts, kneading them.


    “Cole,” she whimpered, arching upward.


    His mouth moved over a turgid nipple, drawing it into his mouth as he deepened his thrusts.


    Her fingers tunneled through his wet hair, clenching the short damp strands as he pushed into her eager flesh again and again. She was so close.


    Unable to cling to the edge of sanity any longer, Kelsie cried out, her body quaking wildly.


    Two more urgent thrusts and he pulled out with a hoarse cry, joining her in release.


    * * *


    Kelsie snuggled contentedly in Cole’s arms. They were both completely sated from their lovemaking. She would never have believed that it could get any better after that first time he’d made love to her, but it had.


    Though they had gotten carried away and had forgotten all about using protection, Cole had remembered in time to pull out just in time. Yet, as she lay looking at him, she found herself wondering what a child of his might look like. Would it have his same dark hair and dark eyes? That lone, sexy dimple, she thought with a soft smile as she reached up to touch his cheek tenderly.


    He stirred.


    “Cole,” she whispered.


    “Hmm?”


    “Thank you for inviting me to your party.”


    He opened his eyes and smiled back. “Anytime.”


    “I’m going to hold you to that.” She yawned tiredly and snuggled deeper into his embrace.


    He pressed a kiss to her brow. “I think I’m falling in love with you.”


    Having a bucket of ice water thrown on her couldn’t have shocked her more. Love? Cole thought he was falling in love with her?


    That wasn’t supposed to happen. They were supposed to have hot, steamy, non-committal sex, no strings attached. Love was a very big string.


    Not knowing what else to do, she feigned sleep.


    “Get some rest, doll,” he whispered and soon fell into silence beside her.


    His even breathing and the weight of Cole’s body pressed against hers told Kelsie he had drifted off to sleep. She needed to think, something she couldn’t do lying there in his arms. At least, not clearly.


    The urge to run had never been greater, not even when she’d walked in on her snake of an ex with the office cleaning bimbo. Maybe it was because she’d never felt the heart-rending passion for Kyle that she did when she was with Cole.


    She eased out of his arms and slipped from the bed without waking him. She reached for her discarded pink panties and then turned to look at him through a haze of unshed tears.


    “I don’t want you to love me,” she whispered and then turned to hurry from the room before she gave in to the urge to return to Cole’s arms.


    Following the trail of discarded clothes, she collected hers as she went. Tears streaming down her cheeks, she dressed in the kitchen and then slipped from the house, closing the door behind her.


    * * *


    Cole gritted his teeth in frustration as the kitchen door creaked shut. He rolled onto his back with a sigh and tucked his arms under the pillow beneath his head. Kelsie was gone.


    She’d done it again. Run out on him. Even after the incredible afternoon they’d shared making love. Even after he’d opened up to her about his feelings.


    He opened up to her. Cole cursed his own stupidity. What had he been thinking? Kelsie wasn’t ready for a confession like that. Problem was, he hadn’t been thinking. At least, not clearly. He’d been too caught up in what they’d shared, in how she made him feel when they were together.


    “Damn it,” he muttered in frustration. He’d had relationships end before, but he’d never felt that intense kicked-in-the-gut ache he felt now. Not that Kelsie had verbally ended things with him. She didn’t have to. Her actions spoke for her.


    When was he going to accept that he’d been fighting a losing battle where Kelsie’s heart was concerned? His gaze shifted to the open bedroom door. It had taken all his willpower not to stop her from walking out on him again. Instead, he’d forced himself to lie there, pretending to be asleep while she slipped from his bed. From his life.


    Even now he wanted to go after her. To convince her to stay. But he couldn’t do it. Even if he was ready for a long-term relationship, Kelsie wasn’t. In fact, her leaving made it pretty clear she didn’t have the same feelings for him as he had for her.


    He closed his eyes, surrounded by the sweet scent of her as it hung in the air around him and clung to the sheets, taunting him, reminding him of what he’d almost had. Shoving the comforter aside, he climbed out of bed. He pulled on a pair of jeans and headed out to the kitchen.


    Cole fixed himself a cup of coffee and stood staring at the phone on the kitchen counter. Was she home yet? Did she regret what they’d shared that night? Should he call her?


    He started to reach for the phone. No, he thought, pulling his hand back. If Kelsie had wanted to talk, she wouldn’t have snuck out when she thought he was sleeping.


    Muttering another curse, he headed out to the front porch for some much needed fresh air. The night was cool. Quiet. Cole settled into one of the oversized wicker rocking chairs and set his coffee cup down on the matching white wicker table that sat between the pair of them.


    He considered calling Joe to vent about his frustration with Kelsie, but chances were his friend was still with Nanci. A woman who ran to him instead of away from. Joe was a lucky man. Maybe someday he’d feel the same way about himself.


    * * *


    Kelsie could barely see to drive through the tears as she drove home. What was wrong with her? Had her ex’s sleeping around ruined her emotionally for any other man? More importantly, for Cole?


    She pulled into her apartment parking space and the hurried inside, salty tears running down her cheeks. Grabbing her suitcase from the closet, she hurried to her bedroom. She needed to get away. Needed time to think. She’d never been so confused and talking to her mother, or Nanci, at that point would only frustrate her. She knew what they would say. No, this was something she had to figure out on her own. She’d call Dr. Andy in the morning and let him know she was taking a personal leave and wouldn’t be back for a few days. He had backup hygienists who could fill in for her while she was away and she had more than enough personal days saved up.


    Placing her suitcase atop the bed, she opened it with trembling hands, trying not to think about the day and night she’d just shared with Cole. An impossible task.


    She’d never forget the way he’d looked at her while they were making love, with such burning passion. She’d never felt so desired. And then afterwards, the tenderness he’d shown her. The memory of it brought a soft sigh to her lips. It couldn’t have been more perfect. Cole was perfect.


    If only he hadn’t told her he thought he was falling in love with her. They could have had a perfect non-committal relationship. But he had told her and that unexpected confession had sent her into an emotional tailspin.


    There was no doubt in her mind that he’d meant what he’d said. Unlike her ex, Cole didn’t lie. Not only was he honest, he was caring. The kind of man who would rather give than take. And he made her feel like no man ever had before. And she loved him for that.


    Loved?


    She loved him? All the breath left her lungs. How could she have allowed that to happen? How had Cole gotten past her defenses and slipped into her heart?


    Despite all she knew about him, she was still afraid. What if she took a chance on Cole loving her forever and lost? If she couldn’t keep Kyle satisfied, how in the world would she ever keep a man like Cole satisfied? She couldn’t go through the pain of rejection again. And she knew without a doubt that being rejected by Cole would be so much more devastating than it ever had been with Kyle.


    Grabbing some clothes from her dresser, she tossed them into her suitcase, swiping away her tears with the back of her hand. How could she have let this happen? She’d been so careful to guard her heart, playing it safe as far as men were concerned. Then Cole came along and made her feel things, want things, need things.


    Cole was falling in love with her. That thought scared the hell out of her. Why hadn’t he listened to her? She’d warned him that she wasn’t good at relationships. But he hadn’t let that dissuade him from pursuing her. Instead, he’d kept at her, winning her over with that sexy, lone-dimpled grin.


    “Damn you, Cole Maxwell, for being so perfect.”


    


    


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    


    Cole pulled on his uniform pants and then gathered up his dirty clothes before leaving the station’s locker room where he’d showered after returning from their latest call. A warehouse fire that had taken hours to put out. But he welcomed the distraction.


    He’d spent the past few days doing his damnedest to keep his mind off of his personal problems with Kelsie. He hadn’t realized how hard that would be. Down time at the station was the worst. It left time for his thoughts to wander to something other than work.


    It had been several days since Kelsie had made the decision to walk out of his life and he still hadn’t accepted it. Not only had she walked out on him, she’d disappeared from everyone else’s life, too. Her mother’s. Nanci’s. Or so they told him every time he’d called to see if they’d had any word from her.


    Cole tossed his dirty uniform into the hamper by the door and then sank down onto the edge of his bunk with a heavy sigh. There had to be more to it than her fear of him being ‘too perfect’. Unless...


    He didn’t want to consider the possibility, but it was there, taunting him. Was it possible Kelsie was still in love with her ex? She had run into him that night at the club. But she’d said things were over. Hadn’t she? Maybe she’d had second thoughts.


    Jealousy that she might still have some sort of feelings for the cheating bastard stabbed at his gut. God knows she wouldn’t be the first woman to go back to a man that had treated her badly.


    “Hey, Cole.”


    He looked up to find Joe standing in the open doorway. He acknowledged him with a nod. “Joe.”


    “How you holding up?”


    “I’ll live.”


    “You look like shit.”


    Good old Joe. Blunt and to the point. “Well, you’re not looking so damn pretty either right about now.”


    “I’m on my way to the showers,” he said as he stepped into the room. “But if you need to talk afterwards...”


    “Thanks for the offer, but I’m good.” He looked up at Joe. “Has Nanci heard anything from Kelsie?”


    His friend shook his head with a frown. “No.”


    “Do you believe her?”


    “I honestly don’t think she knows anything. She’s just as worried as you are about Kelsie.”


    How could Kelsie’s best friend not know where she was? “I thought women told each other everything.”


    “She did leave her mom and Nanci that message on their answering machines the morning after she left.”


    “Some message,” he grumbled. It hadn’t said much. Just that Kelsie needed some time away to think. Nothing more. He pushed a hand back through his damp hair. “I pushed her too hard.”


    “Damn it, Cole. You need to stop blaming yourself for her taking off the way she did. From what Nanci tells me, Kelsie has a lot of relationship hang-ups.”


    He looked up at Joe. “I knew that. She was nothing but up front with me about her fears. And what did I do? I went and told her I thought was falling in love with her.”


    His friend’s eyes widened. “You what?”


    “I think I love her.”


    “Think?”


    “I do.”


    “Hell, why are the best friends always the last to know about these things?”


    Cole’s frown deepened. “There wasn’t anything to tell. Kelsie ended things the night she walked out. How I felt didn’t make a difference after that.”


    “Tell me something, Cole. You didn’t by any chance use the word ‘think’ when you told Kelsie how you felt, did you?”


    The words had come out so unexpectedly it took him a moment to recall exactly what it was he’d said to her that night. “I told her that I thought I was falling in love with her.”


    “Well, there you go,” Joe said, as if he’d just solved everything with one simple question.


    “I’m not following you.”


    “She’s afraid to let her guard down because she’s already done that once and had her heart broken. The word ‘think’ implies that you’re not sure about your feelings.”


    “That’s not how I meant it,” Cole argued. “I am sure.”


    “Put yourself in her place. All she heard was you weren’t certain about your feelings for her. So rather than risk her heart again, because she likes you a lot, according to Nanci, she’s headed for the hills.”


    “Damn it. I should have thought about that.”


    “Don’t sweat it, buddy. Men have a hard time thinking right before, during and after sex because all the blood in their brain has headed south.”


    Cole reached for his cell phone.


    “What are you doing?” Joe asked.


    “Calling Nanci.”


    “Again?”


    “Yes, again. However many times it takes to get in touch with Kelsie. I have this feeling that Nanci’s hiding her.”


    Joe snorted. “Hiding her? Are you crazy?”


    “About Kelsie, yes. And I intend to do whatever it takes to make things right again.”


    * * *


    Kelsie paced the hardwood floor of the bed and breakfast she’d been staying in. She’d done a lot of thinking while she’d been there, working hard to mentally untangle the mess her life was in because of her commitment issues.


    Each pass by the antique four-poster bed drew her gaze to the cell phone charging on the nightstand. She wanted so badly to call Cole, but couldn’t. Not yet. Her leaving Worthington the way she had, right after he’d expressed his true feelings for her had to have hurt him deeply. She wasn’t going to risk hurting him that way again. When she finally called Cole, it was going to be when she had her head screwed on straight.


    Giving in to the need to speak to someone, she flopped onto the bed and grabbed her phone, punching in Nanci’s cell phone.


    Three rings later her friend answered. “Kelsie?”


    “Hi.”


    “Hi, hell,” she snapped. “I was afraid some serial killer had chopped you up into tiny little pieces and was calling me from your cell phone.”


    Tears stung her eyes. It was so good to hear a familiar voice, even if that voice was edged with anger. “Nope. All body parts still intact.”


    “They won’t be once I get my hands on you. Where the hell are you?” she demanded from the other end of the line.


    Kelsie shifted the cell phone to her other ear. She couldn’t blame Nanci for being a little pissed at her for leaving the way she had. She would have felt the same way if she’d been in her place. “Up north.”


    “Up north where? As in Alaska?”


    “Not quite that far, but I did go out of town.”


    “I sort of guessed as much.”


    “I left messages on yours and my mother’s answering machines so you wouldn’t worry about me.”


    “Yeah, we got them. Messages saying that you had to leave and weren’t sure when you’d be back. No mention whatsoever of destination or why you were leaving and we weren’t supposed to worry?”


    “I didn’t even know where I was going at first,” she said with a soft sniffle. “When I finally found a place I didn’t want anyone to know where I was.”


    “Are you okay?”


    Kelsie brushed a tear from her cheek. “A little confused.”


    “Obviously, or you wouldn’t have taken off the way you did. Your mom and I have called your cell phone about a zillion times, but we keep getting your voice mail; which is full by the way.”


    “The ringer was shut off.” She was afraid Cole would try to reach her and she couldn’t bear to hear the hurt she’d caused him in his voice. “I needed some time alone to sort things out.”


    “Well, I hope your little getaway is helping you because your mom and everyone at the office, myself included, have all been worried sick about you.”


    She felt terrible that she’d had everyone so worried, but she’d done what she had to do at the time. “It’s helped a lot actually.”


    “So when are you coming home?”


    “Maybe in a day or so.”


    “You can’t stay away forever.”


    “I know.”


    “So are you going to tell me where you are or do I have to hire a private investigator to hunt you down?”


    She hesitated, not wanting to put Nanci in the middle. If she told Joe then he might tell Cole. “I don’t want anyone else knowing where I am.”


    “Your mother included?”


    “Especially her,” she replied. “She’s part of the reason I’m in this situation.”


    “Tell you what,” her friend said, “I’m off tomorrow. How about I meet you wherever it is you are and we spend a little time helping you to sort things out tonight?”


    “I don’t want you dropping everything to come babysit me.”


    “You’d do the same for me. And I won’t tell anyone where I’m going,” she promised, her tone one of genuine concern. She supposed Nanci had a right to be concerned, considering how her best friend had taken off without a word to anyone and hadn’t called for days.


    “Okay,” she finally relented. “But it’s a little bit of a drive up here.”


    “Where is here?”


    “Kelley’s Island.” She and her mother and Nanci usually went there every fall when the leaves were changing to tour the wineries. It was the first place she thought of when she’d driven out of town.


    “I should’ve known. I’ll throw a few things in a suitcase and be there in a few hours.”


    Kelsie gave her the name of the bed and breakfast she was staying at before hanging up. Then she poured herself a glass of the wine she’d picked up on the island and walked out onto the balcony.


    The view of Lake Erie from the spacious Victorian Suite was beautiful. She’d been lucky to even find a room available at that time of year, but someone had cancelled last minute and she was at the right place at the right time. It was costing her an arm and a leg to stay there, but it was money well spent. The tiny town’s relaxed atmosphere helped to soothe her frazzled nerves.


    She took a sip of her wine, certain she had made the right decision in telling Nanci where she was. Her best friend was never short on advice and that’s exactly what she needed right now.


    * * *


    A knock at the door had Kelsie racing towards it. Nanci had called from the parking lot to say she had arrived and get the room number. She threw open the door, her eyes filling up with tears again. “I’m so glad you’re here.”


    Nanci dropped her overnight bag onto the floor by her feet and held out her arms. “Give me a hug before I’m tempted to strangle you for what you’ve put me through.”


    Kelsie hugged her friend and then stepped back to smile at her friend. “How was the drive?”


    “Long, but worth it. At least, I can see with my own eyes how you’re doing. And I’m going to start by telling you how bad you look.”


    “Thanks.” Always the honest one.


    “I’m serious, Kels. Football players wouldn’t have to paint black stripes under their eyes if they had your dark circles.”


    “They’re not that bad,” she argued as she turned to eye her reflection in the gold filigreed mirror hanging on the wall a few feet away.


    “Have you slept at all since you’ve been here?”


    “A little.”


    “Not enough.” Nanci picked up her bag and carried it into the room, setting it on the floor by the bed. “You are getting some sleep tonight, even if I have to ply you with wine until you pass out.”


    “Speaking of wine, can I pour you a glass? You can probably use it after that drive.”


    “Just give me the bottle,” he friend said with a grin.


    “And waste the opportunity to use the gorgeous antique wine glasses that came with this very expensive room? Not a chance.” Kelsie walked over to the mini-bar and poured Nanci a glass of the semi-sweet red wine she’d picked up at the winery the night before. Then she refilled her own glass.


    “You know,” Nanci said as she scanned the room, “if you’re going to pick somewhere to wallow in misery, you might as well choose a place like this to do it in.”


    “I wasn’t...” she started to argue then stopped. There had been a good amount of wallowing going on since she’d arrived. “Thanks for the sympathy,” she said, handing Nanci her glass of wine.


    “You’ll get that later. First, I intend to make you pay for stressing me out. If I get grey hair prematurely I’m blaming it on you.”


    “I’ll pay for the dye job,” she told her with a smile. She was feeling better already.


    “Before you ask, because I know you will, I didn’t tell anyone where you are. I did, however, tell them I was going to see you.”


    “Nanci,” she groaned.


    “I had to, or else they’d be worried about me, too. Joe’s got enough to worry about with Cole.”


    Kelsie bit her lip to keep from asking, but the need to know won out. “How is he?”


    “Let’s see, the last time he called me...”


    “Cole called you?”


    “Multiple times. He’s convinced I’m hiding you somewhere. What the hell happened between you two? Everything seemed great at the picnic.”


    “It was,” she said with a sigh.


    “So how do you go from perfect to leaving town?” Nanci asked.


    Kelsie walked over to the window, looking out over the lake. “I panicked,” she admitted, her voice catching. “The next thing I knew I was running.”


    “I pieced some of that together from Cole’s phone calls. What’s going on with you? What was so bad that you felt the need to leave town without a word to anyone?”


    She turned to face her friend. “Cole and I made love again.”


    “Gee, that would make me run, too.”


    “Do you want to hear this or not?” she said with a frown.


    “Sorry. Go on.”


    “That night with Cole was... Well, it was the hottest sex I’ve ever had in my life.”


    “And that’s a bad thing?”


    “No, it was incredible.”


    “So let me get this straight. Sex with Cole was so good it sent you running out of town? Glad I’ve never had sex that good.”


    “It had nothing to do with the sex,” she explained, her frustrating growing.


    “Then why?”


    “I panicked because Cole told me he thought he was falling in love with me.”


    Nanci’s eyes widened. “No shit!”


    She nodded.


    “Oh my God. I can’t believe you. You have this incredibly gorgeous man, one who according to you is fantastic in bed, tell you he thinks he’s falling in love with you and what do you do? You leave him standing in your dust.”


    “I admit I could’ve handled the situation better than I did,” Kelsie said as she stepped out onto the balcony, wine glass in hand.


    Nanci followed her outside. “Maybe you should think about getting some sort of counseling. I mean if─”


    “He said he thinks,” she said, cutting her friend off.


    “What?”


    “Cole thinks he’s falling for me. That’s not the same as being in love with me.”


    “For a man it is.”


    “And what if I’m right?” she asked, sipping at her wine. “What if Cole thinks he’s fallen for me? Then after a few years of us being together he suddenly realizes he’d thought wrong?”


    “He’s not Kyle.”


    “I know that.”


    “Then what’s the problem?”


    “I never felt for Kyle the way I feel for Cole. I thought I knew what love was before. What if I’m wrong again and I’m not really in love with Cole?”


    “You’ve hardly given Cole a chance to...” Nanci choked on her wine. “Hold on. Back up! What did you just say?”


    Kelsie turned to her, leaning back against the railing. “I said I never felt the−”


    “Not that part,” her friend said, cutting her off. “The last part.”


    She had to think for a moment of what it was she’d said. Then it sank in. Granted she’d thought about her feelings for Cole more than once since running out on him, but having spoken the words aloud made them real. “I’m in love with Cole,” she said, feeling a bit dazed. She looked to her friend. “I love him. Oh, shit.”


    “Oh shit? Love is supposed to be a good thing. Not an ‘oh shit’ thing.”


    When it was something as huge as this was it was definitely an ‘oh, shit’ moment. “What have I done?”


    “I can tell you what you didn’t do. And that’s tell Cole you were in love with him when he opened up to you about his feelings? Am I right?”


    “I didn’t really know how deep my feelings were for him until...” She groaned. “I’m in love with Cole.”


    “This is sooo great!” Nanci exclaimed. “I thought I’d never hear you say those words. And it couldn’t be with a better guy. Cole’s perfect for you. And patient. A huge requirement for a guy you’re going to spend the rest of your life with. Just remember when we go to pick out bridesmaid dresses that I look like hell in blues and yellows. Any other color─”


    “Nanci,” she groaned, interrupting her friend’s animated rambling.


    “What?”


    “Don’t get too excited. For all I know it might be too late for hope for a future with Cole. All things considered.” She just prayed that it wasn’t.


    “You are kidding me, right?”


    Kelsie shook her head. “I wouldn’t blame him if he never wanted to see me again.”


    “The man’s been doing everything he can to find you. Calling me. Calling your mother, who you really should let know you’re okay.”


    “I can’t,” Kelsie said with a worried frown. “Not yet. She’ll ask too many questions. Ones I might not even have answers for yet.”


    “Tell you what,” Nanci said. “How about I call and tell her I’ve heard from you, no details whatsoever. I’ll simply tell her you promise to call her when you get home tomorrow.”


    “I’m not sure I’m ready to go home yet.” With the realization that she was in love with Cole, her life as she’d been determined to keep it - man-free, had changed. Her biggest fear now was that she’d pushed him too far this time. She couldn’t really blame him if he chose not to give her another chance.


    “Do you love him?”


    Tear of happiness filled her eyes. “Yes.”


    Nanci smiled. “Then go home tomorrow and get your man.”


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    


    Kelsie walked into her apartment, feeling lighter emotionally than she had in years. It was a beautiful, sunny morning and she was in love with a man who knew what trust and commitment meant. And he loved her back. Or at least he had before she’d left. Now it was up to her to make things right.


    She tossed her purse onto the kitchen counter and walked over to her answering machine where the message light was blinking rapidly.


    Pressing play, she listened to her messages one by one. Most of them were from Cole, calling to make sure she was all right and asking her to call him at the station when she had time. Just hearing his voice made her stomach flutter with excitement.


    As expected, several of them were from her mother demanding Kelsie call her as soon as she got home. There were two from Nanci that had been left before her friend had come to the island to help her sort through things.


    The last call, however, came as a surprise. A really big one. It was from an editor at one of the publishing houses she’d sent OPERATION: DATE ESCAPE to. She loved the whole date escape guide concept and wanted to make an offer on the book.


    Heart racing, she played that last message over again, certain she hadn’t heard it right. Truth was she never expected anything to come of it.


    Stunned by the news, sank down onto one of the kitchen chairs. Her bad date book was actually going to be published. Who would’ve ever thought that would happen? Certainly, not her.


    “This is what you wanted,” she reminded herself, her stomach in knots. To help all those women out there who find themselves stuck on a date from hell. It was why she’d suffered through all those awful blind dates her mother, and sometimes Nanci, had set her up on after her divorce.


    Every miserable moment she’d spent out with men who were not even close to being her ‘type’ had been done in the name of research. And it had all paid off. She was actually going to have a book out there that people would pay money for. How unreal was that?


    Kelsie sighed. She’d just gotten an offer on her book. She should be more excited by the unexpected news. But for the first time since she’d started writing her bad date survival guidebook there was something more important in her life. Make that someone. Cole.


    The very man she had walked out on days before and hadn’t spoken to since. Okay, so maybe she hadn’t exactly walked. Driven was more like it. But it was what she’d had to do at the time. Mental self-preservation.


    Cole had come into her life, one she’d worked very hard to maintain control of emotionally after her failed marriage, and he’d turned her safe little world upside down. He was everything she’d always wanted in a man, but was afraid to hope for. And to think how close she’d come to throwing it all away.


    Her cell rang. Kelsie grabbed for her purse and dug inside for her phone. “Hello?” she said, catching it third ring.


    “You made it home I see,” Nanci said at the other end. She’d left the island a few hours before Kelsie had.


    “Just got in. You get your laundry done?”


    “Working on it.”


    “Have you called your mom?”


    “Not yet. I wanted to listen to my messages first.”


    “I wouldn’t tell her that.”


    “I think she’s going to find out when I call to tell her my news.”


    “About grabbing life by the horns and riding the hell out of it?”


    Kelsie smiled. “That too, but I was referring to the book offer that was made on Operation: Date Escape.”


    “Must be the connection. I could’ve sworn you said something about a book offer.”


    “I did. A publisher wants to buy my book.”


    “No shit! Oh my God! No way!”


    Her friend’s reaction had her laughing. “Way. The editor left her number. I’m supposed to call her for the details, but it’s really happening.”


    “I’m so excited for you. I can see it now, radio and television interviews, multi-city book tours, the works. Can I be your personal assistant?”


    “Let’s not get too carried away. It’s a date book, not a Stephenie Meyer novel. Although some of my blind dates could’ve been characters in her novels. Not the good ones.”


    “Wait until she hears your news! You’d better call her as soon as we hang up and get me off her shit-list.”


    “Why are you on her shit-list?”


    “She wasn’t too happy with me for not telling her where you were when I called her last night. I really want back in her good graces.”


    Kelsie laughed. “I’ll see what I can do.”


    “When are you going to call Cole?”


    “What are you? My mother?” she replied with a grin.


    “Maybe you shouldn’t call him.”


    After she’d spent the last two days telling her to call him? “Why not?” Had Joe told her something to make her feel differently?


    “I’m thinking you should go see him in person. Talk, have sex, whatever comes to mind.”


    Why wasn’t she surprised that having sex was included in Nanci’s list of possibilities? “I don’t think the sex thing’s going to be happening today.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because Cole’s on duty.”


    “That’s right. Damn. That means no sex for me and Joe either. At least, not in person.”


    “I think you’ll survive. Besides, you have an arsenal of back ups in your livingroom should the need arise.”


    A beep sounded on the line.


    “That’s Joe calling,” Nanci announced. “Gotta go.”


    “Nanci...”


    “Yeah?”


    “Please don’t tell Joe I’m back. I want to surprise Cole.”


    “I won’t. Call me later. I’ll want details.”


    She hurried to her room to unpack. “I will.”


    “Love you!”


    “Love you, too.”


    “And call your mother!” Nanci said before hanging up.


    Ten minutes later, the doorbell rang, sending Kelsie’s heart into a thudding frenzy. No, she told herself. It couldn’t be Cole. He didn’t even know she was home.


    The doorbell rang again, this time more insistently.


    It had to be Nanci. She was the only person who knew she was back. She went to answer the door, surprised to find her mother standing there.


    “Mom?”


    “Ah, you do remember who I am,” her mother said, moving past her into the apartment.


    “What are you doing here?”


    “Making sure you’re alive with my own eyes,” she replied with a frown.


    Why had her leaving town made both her mother and Nanci worry she was in some sort of physical danger? “I’m fine. How did you know I was home?”


    “I was in the neighborhood showing a house and saw your car in the parking lot. I’ve been worried sick about you.” Proof of that was in the lines of tension creasing her mother’s brows. “You might have called to let me know you were home.”


    “I intended to.”


    “When?”


    “As soon as I finished unpacking.”


    “But you had time to pick up the phone and call Nanci to let her know you were back,” she said, sounding hurt. “That’s okay. I see where I fit into your life.”


    “I didn’t call Nanci. She called me.”


    “And you answered. I’ve been calling you for days and you never once picked up.”


    Now her mother was being dramatic. “I only answered because I turned the ringer on my cell back on when I got back home. If it would have been you I would have answered, too.”


    “I’m sorry, honey. It’s just that I’ve been going crazy for days, worrying about you.” Stepping forward, she wrapped her arms around her in a warm embrace. “Are you alright?”


    “I’m fine.”


    Her mother released her and stepped back, eyeing her skeptically. “You picked up and left town and didn’t answer any calls. That sort of behavior is not what I’d call ‘fine’ in my book.”


    “I needed to get away for a few days to think. My life’s been pretty complicated lately.”


    “Only because you make it that way.”


    There was definitely some truth to that.


    “And for your information,” her mother continued, “those few days felt like weeks to me.”


    “I’m sorry. I never meant to worry you. I wasn’t exactly thinking straight when I left town.”


    “I’m assuming by the calls I’ve received from Cole that your leaving had something to do with him.”


    Kelsie nodded. “He’s falling in love with me.”


    “What?” her mother gasped, her frown morphed instantly into a smile.


    “At least he was before I took off out of town the way I did.”


    “Oh, honey.” Her mother reached out, laying a comforting hand on Kelsie’s arm. “Are you in love with him?”


    She nodded again. “Yes.”


    “Then things will work out. You’ll see.”


    “I really hope so, Mom.”


    Her mother gave her a reassuring smile. “Cole’s been trying to reach you for days. I think he was more out of his mind with worry than I was over you. And I’ll tell you right now I was at my wit’s end. That tells me he still cares a lot about you. Have you called to let him know you’re back?”


    “No. I’d rather talk to him in person when I explain why I did what I did.”


    “Then go talk to him.”


    “He’s on duty today. I’d rather wait until tomorrow when he’s off to talk things over.”


    “I suppose one more day won’t make that much of a difference.” Her mother smiled. “I’m so happy for you, honey. To be honest, I was afraid you’d never let a man into your heart again after what happened between you and Kyle.”


    “I never thought I would either.”


    Her mother clapped her hands together. “Ooh! This means I’ll finally get a couple of─”


    “Grandchildren,” Kelsie finished for her with a smile.


    “Yes,” her mother said. “Lots and lots of them.”


    Now she was a breeding machine? “If,” she told her mother, “and that’s a big ‘if’, I can get Cole to forgive me for running out on him, we’ll go from there. One step at a time.”


    Her mother sighed. “I suppose there’s nothing I can do to help out. You know, to sort of move things along a little faster.”


    “I appreciate the offer, but I think I’d rather handle this on my own.”


    “Fine, but don’t take too long. Your mother here isn’t getting any younger. I’d like some grandchildren before I’m too old to enjoy them.”


    “Point taken.” She couldn’t help but smile at the thought of having a baby with Cole someday. One with his dark hair and dark eyes. And please oh please his dimple.


    “I really am happy for you,” her mother said in all sincerity.


    “I suppose you’ll be even happier when I tell you my other good news.”


    Her mother’s face lit up. “You’re already pregnant!”


    “Mom!”


    Her mother held up her hands. “Sorry. But you can’t blame a mother for trying. So what’s your other good news?”


    “I’ve written a book.”


    “What kind of book?”


    She hesitated, debating the best way to tell her mother what she’d been doing. Would she be upset that Kelsie hadn’t taken her blind dates more seriously? Not that there had been much possibility of that happening, considering the men she’d been set up with.


    “It’s called OPERATION: DATE ESCAPE. I came up with the idea when you started setting me up on all those blind dates.” She went on to explain to her mother what the book was about and that she’d come home to find she had an offer on it.


    “My daughter’s going to be famous! Wait until all of my friends at work hear about this.”


    “Mom, I don’t think selling one little how-to book is going to put me in the famous author category. But thanks for being happy for me.”


    She glanced at her watch. “I’d better get going. I’ve got another showing in Dublin in an hour. Then I have a few things I need to see to afterwards.”


    “Just as long as those things don’t include any wedding planning,” Kelsie warned, remembering what Cole had told her about the wedding cake tasting.


    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” her mother replied with a grin as she headed for the door. “At least not yet. Be sure to call me as soon as you’ve straightened things out with my son-in-law to be.”


    “Mom...”


    “Gotta run,” she called back with an over-the-shoulder wave as she closed the door behind her.


    Kelsie shook her head, smiling. Today she would celebrate her good news. After all, Operation: Date Escape had played a big part in bringing her and Cole together. Then tomorrow she would go after her man.


    * * *


    Cole held out the TV remote, flipping through channels on the big screen, not that he really cared what was on. All he could think about was Kelsie. Where was she? Was she okay?


    “Any word from Kelsie yet?” Joe asked as he settled into the empty chair next to his.


    “No,” Cole muttered. “Not that it should come as any big surprise.”


    “I just thought... Well, Nanci was acting a little strange on the phone last night.”


    “Strange how?”


    “Like she was keeping something from me that she really wanted to tell me. Saying things like tell Cole the sun will come out tomorrow and that patience is a virtue. I’m not sure what the hell all of that meant, but I think you need to give Kelsie a call again.”


    “As if she’d answer.”


    “When’s the last time you tried to reach her?”


    He turned to his friend. “When she first took off. I left several messages for her on her cell phone and on her answering machine at home. I think her not responding to any of them pretty much says it all.”


    “It doesn’t make sense. Maybe she never got the messages. Nanci said─”


    “Nanci’s wrong,” Cole growled. Fool he was, he’d fallen hard for Kelsie.


    Joe frowned. “Look, Cole-”


    “Breakfast is ready,” Stubby hollered to the crew as he stepped from the kitchen carrying a platter filled with several stacks of pancakes.


    “Time to eat,” Cole said, pushing out of the recliner, thankful for Stubby’s timing.


    “We’ll finish this conversation later,” Joe warned as he stood up from his Lazy-Boy.


    “Give it up, Joe. I don’t want to talk about Kelsie.” He tossed his friend the television remote and then crossed the room to the oversized table where the rest of his crew had already gathered for that morning’s breakfast.


    He’d done enough thinking about Kelsie the past few days to last a lifetime. And none of it had succeeded in really answering why she’d taken off the way she had. They were good together. The chemistry was incredible. And he’d done his damnedest to prove to her he was nothing like her ex, for all the good it had done him.


    Cole pulled out his chair and sat down. Then he reached for the coffee, in desperate need of some caffeine. His sleepless nights were beginning to catch up with him and that wasn’t a good thing.


    Joe settled into his chair across the table from Cole. Grabbing for his fork, he stabbed at the stack of pancakes in front of him and dropped three onto his plate. “Hey, Stubby, pass the syrup this way when you’re done.”


    “Will do.”


    The rec room door opened and Nate strolled in carrying the morning paper. He made his way toward the breakfast table, a smile on his face. “Hey, Maxwell, why didn’t you tell us that hot little tamale you’re dating is a writer?”


    A writer? What was he talking about?


    He looked up at Nate in confusion. “She’s not. Kelsie’s a dental hygienist.” And they weren’t dating. How could they be when she was nowhere to be found?


    Nate held out the folded newspaper. “According to this article, she’s also a soon-to-be famous author. At least, now I know how she ended up in that tree behind the strip club.” He chuckled. “Too funny.”


    Cole took the paper and scanned down the page. Sure enough, halfway down was a brief write-up about Worthington’s newest celebrity.


    ‘Local resident, Kelsie Collins, hits the mark with her bad date survival book – OPERATION: DATE ESCAPE. According to our source, OPERATION: DATE ESCAPE is being picked up for publication. Miss Collins...’


    He read on and the more he read the more his gut twisted. Kelsie had never mentioned anything about being a writer. And she sure as hell never mentioned dating men to help her find ways to skip out on them in the name of research.


    Cole muttered a curse as understanding dawned on him. He was one of those men. To think he’d been fool enough to believe there had been something real between them. That Kelsie felt the same way he did and had only run out on him for fear of getting hurt again.


    His hardened gaze settled on the paper he clutched in his hands. It appeared he couldn’t have been more wrong about her. About them. No wonder his profession had never been a problem for her like it had been with the other women he’d dated. She’d had no intention of sticking around long enough for it to become a problem.


    Teeth clenched, Cole fought to control the emotions warring away inside of him. Anger. Hurt. Confusion. He tossed the paper onto the oversized table and looked up to find everyone else at the table smiling.


    Smiling?


    Relief surged through him. They’d set him up. This was another one of their playful firehouse gags. “Real funny, guys. I’ll admit you had me going there for a moment.”


    This time they were the ones looking confused.


    “What are you talking about?” Joe asked and reached for the paper. After a quick once-over he looked up, meeting Cole’s gaze from across the table. “We didn’t do this.”


    The lieutenant snatched the paper away from Joe and read it. Soon the paper had made its way all the way around the breakfast table and questions were being fired at Cole. Questions he had no answers to.


    “What all’s in the book?” Stubby asked as he grabbed for the paper. “Are we in it?”


    Unable to take any more, Cole pushed away from the table and stood. “I have no idea. I guess you’ll all just have to read the book to find out.” That said he turned and walked out.


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    


    


    Kelsie hung up with a frustrated sigh. She’d been trying to reach Cole at home all morning with no success. Maybe he was avoiding her calls. It wouldn’t surprise her. Her mother would probably say it served her right, running out on a good man the way she had and not returning his calls.


    Now that she was finally ready to talk, ready to tell Cole how she really felt about him, she couldn’t reach him. She’d gotten his answering machine both on his cell phone and at home, but she didn’t want to leave a message. What she had to say to him was too important to be done over the phone.


    Seeing as how he was avoiding her calls, and probably deservedly so, she decided to drive to his house and force him to hear her out. To apologize. To explain. To tell him that she had fallen in love with him, too.


    For as close as Cole lived to her place, it felt like the longest drive she’d ever had to make. Her stomach was all aflutter and her heart was pounding in anticipation.


    She tried calling his house once more with no luck. Now she knew how Cole and her mother and Nanci felt when she’d done the same thing to them. Shoving her phone back into her purse, she made the turn down Cole’s street.


    The window curtains were all drawn and there was no truck in the driveway when she arrived. She prayed his truck was in the garage and that he was home and just hadn’t taken the time to open the curtains. He had to be there.


    Her cell phone ringer went off, making her heart lurch. She grabbed for it, bringing it to her ear. “Cole, I’m so glad─”


    “It’s not Cole,” Nanci interjected.


    “Oh.” She should have checked the caller I.D. first.


    Nanci laughed. “Sorry to disappoint you.”


    “What’s up?” Kelsie asked as she sat staring out the window at Cole’s front door.


    “I just crawled out of bed and tried to call you. Where are you at so early in—” her friend’s words grew garbled and then the call disconnected.


    She waited a minute or two for Nanci to call her back, but she never did. Shoving her phone back into her purse, she got out of her car and walked up to the front door, knocking twice.


    No answer.


    She knocked again, this time a little louder. “Come on, Cole, please answer.”


    Her cell rang again. She hurried to check it. Nanci was finally calling her back.


    “Hello?”


    “Me again, and my battery is almost dead, so I can’t talk long.”


    “Where’s your car charger?”


    “I forgot it in Joe’s truck the other day when we took a drive up to Alum Creek State Park. You and Cole are going to have to go with us there sometime soon.”


    She loved Nanci dearly, but she didn’t have time for girl chatter. “Can I call you later? I’m at Cole’s house right now.”


    “You called him? How’d it go? Pretty good I guess if you’re at his house.”


    “Nanci...”


    “Oh, shit, I’m interrupting something, aren’t I?”


    “No,” she said impatiently. “Because I haven’t spoken to Cole yet.”


    “But you’re at his house.”


    “He wasn’t answering his phone, so I decided that he was avoiding me like I’d done to him. So I took a drive over here to apologize in person. Unfortunately, he doesn’t appear to be home.”


    “Joe’s on duty. You could call the station and ask him if he knows where Cole might be.”


    Kelsie groaned. “You mean Joe’s on shift?”


    “Yeah, he is. Why?” Nanci asked as the phone reception worsened.


    “Because he and Cole always work the same rotation.” The crews worked a twenty-four hour shift and then had the next forty-eight hours off. “How could you not know that?”


    “Joe and I don’t exactly spend a lot of time discussing his work shifts if you know what I mean.”


    No doubt too busy having uninhibited sex if she knew her best friend. Kelsie groaned. “Damn it. I really don’t want to wait any longer to talk to Cole. Not when I finally gotten the nerve up to do it.”


    “Then go to the station.”


    “I don’t know,” she said with a frown. “It’s not the most private of places to have the discussion Cole and I need to have.”


    “Okay,” Nanci replied. “Go ahead and wait until he’s off duty and give some other woman the chance to come into his life before then...”


    Nanci was right. She’d wasted enough precious time trying to get her head on straight. Cole was the kind of man a woman would snap up if given the chance, and she wasn’t prepared to take the risk. “I’m going.”


    “Good. Now about the write up...” Nanci said but once again the phone went dead.


    Write up? Kelsie shrugged and shoved her cell back into her purse as she walked back to her car. She was going to set things right with Cole, even if it meant doing so in a less than private setting like the station.


    * * *


    Kelsie parked in the back parking lot of the fire station and sat there for several minutes, gathering up her nerve. Then, heart pounding in anticipation of seeing Cole again, she got out, locking her purse in the car. Shoving her keys into the back pocket of her jeans, she headed for the entrance.


    Stubby greeted her when she stepped into the firehouse. “Can I help you?”


    It wasn’t anywhere close to the warm reception she had received at the firehouse picnic. They must have heard what she’d done to their friend.


    “Is Cole around?” she asked with a lot less confidence than she’d felt driving over there.


    He hesitated, glancing toward the stairs.


    “Please, Stubby,” she begged, something she was not beyond doing at that point. “It’s really important that I talk to him.”


    She was well aware that the crew was like a second family for these firefighters. In having hurt Cole, she had hurt a part of their family. She was the bad guy in their eyes, or in her case woman, and for good reason. But she hoped to fix that as soon as she worked things out with Cole.


    “Just don’t play anymore games with him,” he warned with a frown. “He’s been hurt enough as it is already.”


    Hearing that tore her apart. “I’m not here to hurt him. I promise.”


    “Fine. Wait here while I go page him.”


    “Thank you.” She motioned toward the door she’d just come through. “I’ll wait for him outside if that’s all right.”


    He nodded. “Sure. I’ll let Cole know where you’ll be.”


    She watched him walk away, disappearing into the office. Did they all hate her? Even worse, did Cole? Tears stung her eyes as she turned and headed back outside to wait. At least, out there they’d have a bit more privacy to discuss their relationship. One she hoped still existed, even if that hope only now seemed to be a tiny flicker.


    She waited for him, her palms growing damper with each passing minute. What if Cole didn’t come out? What if he sent someone else down in his place to send her away? If he refused to come out, she would go right back into the station and find him. She would make him understand that things had changed.


    But she didn’t have to go in after him. The firehouse door swung open and Cole stepped outside.


    The pounding in her heart intensified. She mouthed his name, but nothing came out as she stood staring at him.


    He moved toward her with a dark scowl, no warm smile to greet her this time. As much as it pained her to see him looking at her that way, she had every intention of erasing that frown with a heartfelt apology and her admission of love.


    “Hey,” she finally managed to say, her voice quivering.


    “What are you doing here?”


    And she thought Stubby’s welcome had been a cold one.


    She bit anxiously at her bottom lip. She’d never seen this side of Cole. Not that she hadn’t expected him to be upset with her for what she’d done, but this was beyond that.


    “I...” She sighed. “Can we talk?”


    “Why?”


    “I know you’re angry with me.”


    He chuckled. “Angry doesn’t even begin to cover the way I feel.”


    “Please, Cole, if you’ll just let me explain why─”


    “It’s too late,” he said, cutting her off.


    No! It couldn’t be too late.


    “Cole, I really am sorry.”


    His scowl deepened. “Yes, you are.”


    Her heart pinched painfully at those hurtful words. “Please try and understand that everything was happening so fast between us. I needed some time away to think.”


    “Think about what?” he asked mockingly. “Your next chapter?”


    She froze as his words struck her. “What?”


    “Isn’t that what you and I were all about, Kelsie? Another chapter for your damned book.”


    Her mouth fell open. How had he found out about her book?


    “What? No comment, Cupcake?” he taunted angrily. “I thought writers were supposed to be good with words.”


    She looked up at him, ignoring the prickling sensation of unshed tears at the backs of her eyes. “How did you find out about it?”


    “About ‘it’? Are you referring to your big secret? Operation: Date Dumper.”


    “Operation: Date Escape,” she corrected as tears filled her eyes. “How?”


    “Hell, Kelsie, the whole town knows about your ‘bad date’ survival book. It made the front page.”


    She gasped. “That’s impossible. I just found out about the book offer yesterday morning when I got home.”


    “Hang on,” he said and then disappeared back into the station.


    She wanted to race after him, fearing he wouldn’t come back out. Who was this man? The Cole she’d fallen in love with had never acted this way. He’d always been patient and understanding with her. And she’d always been open with him about her faults and he’d accepted them. At least, she thought he had.


    After several long, agonizing minutes, he returned carrying a newspaper. “Take a look for yourself,” he said, thrusting it her way.


    She took it from him and scanned the front page, coming to a stop at the heading over a two column article where her name jumped out at her from amongst the printed words. “I don’t understand.”


    “Keep reading,” he said gruffly.


    She did with a gasp of horror.


    “Sound familiar?”


    She bit at her bottom lip as she read, her heart sinking. News of her book offer was right there in black and white for all of Worthington to see, Cole included. There before she’d had a chance to explain.


    “How did the paper get this information?” Not that it mattered at that point. Making things right with Cole was more important.


    “Are you saying it’s not true?” he asked with a hint of hope in his voice. “That you didn’t write a date escape book?”


    “I did,” she admitted. What else could she say?


    He muttered a curse.


    “You weren’t supposed to find out like this,” she said on a choked sob. “I don’t know how the paper found out. No one knew except for...”


    She groaned.


    “What?”


    “My mother.” Nanci knew about the book offer, but this was more her mother’s style.


    “What about Melinda?” he asked, anger still etched into his face.


    She held up the paper and pointed to the write-up. “My mother did this. I know she did. I told her about the book offer yesterday when she came by my apartment. She has a friend at the paper. I’ll bet you anything she called him and asked him put it in.” It was the only explanation that made sense. Damn her meddling mother. She’d wanted to tell Cole her exciting news herself.


    “Whether or not your mother spilled the news to the paper isn’t really the issue, now is it?” The tenderness she’d seen in his eyes that last night they’d made love was nowhere to be seen. The icy stare that had replaced it was shredding her heart to pieces.


    “Cole...” She reached out to touch his arm only to have him pull away from her. “Please, believe me. I intended to tell you about it.”


    “When?” he demanded. “After I became the laughingstock of my department. Oh, wait, too late for that.”


    “I don’t understand. What does my book have to do with you?”


    He raked a hand back through his dark hair with a hiss. “Damn it, Kelsie, it has everything to do with me. With us. I thought you and I had something special together. What a fool I was.”


    “We do,” she cried out.


    He shook his head with a frown. “I’m not buying it. I know better. The proof is right here.” Taking the paper from her hand, he held it up for her to see. “Admit it. I was nothing more than another research project for your date escape book.”


    “That’s not true,” she said in a choked voice as she fought to hold back the tears. It hurt to have him think so badly of her. “I didn’t run out on you to fill up some chapter in my book. I did it because you weren’t the only one who realized they were falling in love.”


    “But I didn’t run out on you.”


    “You made me feel,” she admitted with a sob. “That wasn’t supposed to happen.”


    “Sorry to put a kink in your plans.”


    “Falling in love with you terrified me.”


    His angry expression eased. “Loving someone isn’t supposed to be a bad thing.”


    She nodded. “I know that. And it’s not. When I’m with you it’s the most wonderful feeling I’ve ever known. And I’m not just talking about in bed. Though you’re really, really good there, too.”


    Cole shifted, a slight grin tugging at his lips. “It’s good to know that it wasn’t my lovemaking that sent you running.”


    She shook her head. How could he even think that? “Not at all. I just needed some time away to think. Time to convince myself that it really was safe to let you into my heart. That you’d never hurt me the way Kyle had.”


    He heaved a long, tired sigh. “How many times do I have to tell you that I’d never treat you the way your ex did before you believe me?”


    “I do believe you, but...”


    “But you didn’t trust me enough to stick around and find out.”


    She met his gaze. “I do trust you, Cole. It’s myself I have trouble trusting sometimes.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me about the book?”


    “Writing OPERATION: DATE ESCAPE was my own personal form of therapy. It helped me take control back of my life after my divorce.”


    “Dating idiots, myself excluded, helped you? How?”


    “I never realized there were so many bad apples out there until my mother and Nanci started on their fix-Kelsie-up-with-blind-dates kick. That’s when I began making notes of ways to get out of those bad date situations. The notes I made ended up becoming chapters in a book.”


    “Operation: Date Escape.”


    She nodded. “I wanted to help other women. To give them ways to get out of bad dates. There’s even a chapter on not settling for the wrong man. Like I did with Kyle.”


    “You ran from me. Does that make me a bad apple?”


    “Far from,” she told him. “All apples should be like you.”


    “Thanks,” he said with a slight grin. “I think.”


    “I know you might find this hard to believe, but I’m crazy about you.”


    He snorted. “So much so you left town to get away from me?”


    Cole had put a wall, a very thick wall, up around his heart. One she was going to have to work very hard to break through. “I know my leaving town the way I did hurt you and I’m so very sorry for that.”


    “Don’t lose any sleep over it. I’ll survive.”


    Unshed tears blurred her vision. “It wasn’t until I met you that I realized good guys did exist and you were definitely one of them.”


    He arched a dark brow. “You sure have a funny way of showing a guy he’s a good catch.”


    “You came along,” she continued, “everything a girl could ever want in a man. Kind. Tender. Patient. Passionate. Whenever I was with you the world felt right. I knew my heart was in trouble. Then you said you were falling for me.”


    “I meant it,” he said.


    “I know. That’s why I had to get away. I needed to make sure what it was I felt for you was real. That it wasn’t just the really great sexual chemistry we have together drawing me to you.”


    “And what did your time away tell you?”


    “That what we have together is definitely real.”


    “Was,” he corrected.


    She looked up at him questioningly.


    “What we had together was real,” he explained. “You and I both know you can’t have a relationship without trust and I’m not sure I can trust you not to run out on me again.”


    


    Kelsie’s muffled cry tore at Cole’s heart. He hated like hell to hurt her, no matter what she’d put him through. But until she could get past her fears there would be no real future for them. As much as it killed him to admit that to himself.


    “I understand,” she said with a tearful sniffle. “I know I screwed things up between us. I would give anything to make it right again, but I can’t change what’s happened.”


    “Guess not. What’s done is done,” he said, trying to be strong.


    She lifted her chin and offered him a quivering smile. “I really hope you find the happiness you deserve. I’ll never forget you.” She turned and walked away, taking his heart with her.


    Cole closed his eyes, listening to the sound of her high-heeled sandals clicking on the sidewalk as she moved further away. She was walking out of his life again, this time for good, but not because she’d wanted to. This time he’d made the decision for her.


    He opened his eyes once more, unable to take his eyes off her departing form. Her slender shoulders shuddered as she sobbed quietly. Tears he’d caused.


    Damn.


    What was he doing? He was a ‘good apple’ and ‘good apples’ didn’t let the woman they loved walk out of their life. He took a step forward, calling out to her, “You can still change things, you know.”


    She stopped and turned to him, her cheeks damp with tears. “W...what?”


    He started toward her with renewed determination. “I said you can change things.”


    “How?”


    “You can stop running away and give real love a chance,” he told her as he reached out to wipe a tear from her cheek.


    She nodded. “I’m done running, Cole. I swear. And if it’ll make you happy, I’ll turn down the offer on my book. All I want is to spend the rest of my life proving to you just how much I love you.”


    “I don’t want you to turn the offer down.” He drew her into his arms. “But you should have told me about the book.”


    “I know that now.”


    “Another thing you should know is that I’m not about to let the only woman I’ve ever loved escape from my life again. If I have to, I’ll write my own book on how to get a beautiful, green eyed China doll to the altar and keep her there until the preacher pronounces them husband and wife.”


    She gasped. “Cole...”


    “Yes?” he said with a grin.


    “Are you proposing?”


    Her question was followed up by eleven very male voices hollering at him in unison from the two open firehouse windows above, “Get down on your knees!”


    He laughed and nodded toward the faces pressed against the window screens. “I believe you’ve already met my family.”


    She laughed softly and then gasped, her hand flying to her mouth, as he dropped down onto one knee in front of her.


    He looked up into her eyes, the tenderness she remembered so well back in his. “Kelsie Collins, you make me crazy.”


    “I know,” she said with a soft sniffle.


    “But it’s the kind of crazy I can’t seem to live without.” He reached for her hand. “I have the ‘perfect’ solution for all those bad dates you’ve been going out on. A surefire way to never have to suffer through one ever again.”


    “And that would be?” she asked with a smile.


    “Marry me, Cupcake.”


    “Cole, be serious,” she pleaded.


    “I’ve never been more serious. I love you, Kelsie Collins. I want you in my life. To make me crazy. To make me smile. To keep me on my toes.”


    “And on his back!” Joe hollered.


    “That, too,” Cole agreed with a grin. “Say you’ll marry me.”


    “Marry him!” His crew bellowed from above.


    “I’d love nothing more,” she said, her words taut with emotion. “Yes, Cole, I’ll marry you.”


    He stood and pulled her into his arms. “I love you, doll.” He brushed his lips over hers lightly a first and then cupping the back of her head he deepened the kiss.


    When the kiss finally ended, she looked up at him. “You know, Cole, for a ‘good apple’ you really know how to kiss.”


    He gave a husky chuckle and then bent to whisper against her ear, “You haven’t seen anything yet.”


    “What’d she say?” Stubby called down amidst the hoots and hollers of the other men.


    Cole looked up at them with a wide grin, “Would I be kissing her if she’d said no?”


    “I don’t know, Cole,” Joe said. “With a girl that looks like that I think I’d be kissing her whether she agreed to marry me or not.”


    “Back off, Joe,” he warned playfully. “You’ve already got a girl.”


    “Hey, Kelsie,” Nate chimed in. “Forget about Cole. I’m a much better catch.”


    “Sorry, Nate,” she told him with a smile. “It seems I’m officially off the market now.”


    “You sure?”


    She nodded happily. “Absolutely. I’ve finally found the ‘perfect’ man for me.”


    “Some guys have all the luck,” he muttered.


    “Don’t we though,” Cole said as he drew his beautiful fiancée to him again for another kiss, one that promised a lifetime filled with love and laughter and, according to Kelsie, some really great sexual chemistry.
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