@Hnrlequin“ ﬂ 2,’6

Isabel Sharpe
TURN UP THE HEAT

. 55

\

t of b

*. -

- S ,«qn.\. |l
] ‘ R "'.:;‘-" - Nl
ﬂ - AW
.. Looking for lustin online places. .. ‘
3

~



He wanted Candy...

Candy. Candy'’s voice. Justin whipped around to
stare at his empty doorway.

Then she walked into his room, and he saw
immediately that the light tapping footsteps were
caused by the same sexy, high-heeled black
ankle boots she’d worn the first time he saw her
across the street. With the same leg-enhancing
sheer black stockings. But instead of the same
black miniskirt, today she wore—

He swallowed convulsively. No skirt at all. Just
sheer black panties topped by a red lace garter.
Above that a red lace bra trimmed in black, and
a red-lipped sultry smile.

“Candy...”
“As sweet as.”

She put her foot up on his bed, heel sharp on
his navy quilt. He surveyed the curve of her calf
from the boot to her knee, then considered the
slope of her inner thigh. His eyes were held
hostage and he was speechless.

“Want a taste2”

There was no such thing as too much Candy....



ozt

Dear Reader,

I've had my share of online dating experiences,
some fun, some boring, some downright bizarre.
I've always thought there was room for a service
using the convenience and accessibility of online
dating, mixed with the personalization of old-
fashioned matchmaking.

Milwaukeedates.com was born, and with it, Marie,
its intrepid owner, who is determined to find perfect
matches for her three female friends and fellow
business owners.

In this book, set in Wisconsin’s snowy cold
February, Candy is looking for a man to help
celebrate her first single Valentine’s Day in a long
time. Coming off a relationship with a guy who
suppressed her true spirit, she is more than ready
to be set free, sexually and emotionally, especially
by a guy as magnetic as Justin, who's new in town
from sunny Southern California and looking for any
way he can to get warm.

Kim, the shy girl-next-door beauty is next on
Marie's list. Stay tuned for Long Slow Burn out in
April, 2011. And keep looking for those perfect
matches!

Isabel Sharpe
www.lsabelSharpe.com
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To sweet baby Alice,
who is such a welcome addition



Prologue

“IF YOU AsK ME, which I know you didn’t, you are ready to
date again, Candy.” Marie nodded vigorously, looking around
the table for confirmation from Kim and Darcy. The four
of them were sitting together, as usual, at the every-third-
Wednesday monthly breakfast meeting of Women in Power,
Milwaukee’s organization of women business owners, held in
a seventh-floor meeting room at the elegant Pfister hotel. “It’s
January, the new year, time for a fresh start.”

“I don’t know.” Candy laughed nervously. She had a fresh
girl-next-door beauty: heart-shaped face, long chestnut hair,
wide-spaced light brown eyes and a generous, smile-prone
mouth. If she put up an Available sign, men would kill each
other getting in line. “I don’t feel ready.”

“You are, honey.” Marie laid her hand on Candy’s forearm.
Candy had dated Chuck, the world’s biggest wet blanket, for
five years before he had dumped her the previous February.
“Trust me. I not only have a degree in psychology, but I am
psychic. I had a vision.”

“Huh?” Candy looked startled.

“Wait, really?” asked Kim.

Darcy snorted. “Be serious.”

“Okay, not psychic, but certainly all-knowing.” Marie lifted
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her chin in mock outrage. “You should show respect for the
wisdom of your elders.”

“Oh, what, you're two years older than I am?” Darcy looked
skeptical, as usual. “All of thirty-four?”

“Thirty-nine. Practically old enough to be your grand-
mother.” No, not quite that old, but Marie felt like a seasoned
warrior, having been married ten years and divorced five,
while the other three women at the table had never married
and were currently single. “I know what I'm talking about.
Candy should be out there dating, and she has the perfect
resource in me to get started.”

“That’s for sure.” Sweet, shy Kim Charlotte Horton, the
blonde of the group, stifled a yawn, striking blue eyes bleary
from her being up all night to meet a particularly tough dead-
line for her struggling one-woman company, Charlotte’s Web
Design. “You are the matchmaking queen.”

Marie agreed cheerfully. After her marriage had tanked
and her online dating efforts met with no success, she be-
came determined to create a site that didn’t just take people’s
money and then make them do all the work. In five years, her
personalized service, Milwaukeedates.com, had gone from
the beginning of an idea to one of Women in Power’s Best
Success Stories the previous year. Marie was happier than she
ever thought would be possible again.

“I've considered it.” Candy nodded yes to the waitress’s pot
of coffee and added two packets of sugar and two creamers
to her refill. “At least I got that far.”

“Good first step.” Marie nodded her approval. Kim looked
wistful. Darcy scowled.

Marie was content waiting for her own second chance at
love, but she was determined to find that first chance for
her friends. In fact, she’d made the three at this table her
New Year’s Resolution. Each of these smart, fabulous women
had so much to offer, and each deserved as much in return.
“Candy, you do not want to let that first anniversary of being
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single go by without being out there looking for someone else.
It’s a matter of pride.”

“When did Chuck break up with you? There was something
horrible about it, that’s all I remember.” Kim wrinkled her
nose. “But then I can barely remember my own name this
morning.”

“Last February, on Valentine’s Day, the jerk.” Darcy nar-
rowed dark eyes over her black coffee. “Candy planned a
fabulous meal, made herself an incredible dress, decorated
the dining room and her bedroom to the hilt, then Chuck
slunk in and smashed her heart. So typically thoughtful of
his gender.”

Marie sighed resignedly. Darcy, who could pass for a short-
haired Catherine Zeta-Jones, was the work-obsessed propri-
etor of one of Milwaukee’s hottest new restaurants, Gladiolas,
and would be Marie’s biggest matchmaking challenge, no
question.

“How could I forget that charming story?” Kim made a
sound of disgust. “The oinker.”

“Aw, he wasn’t so bad.” Candy moved uneasily. “It was
my fault it all went wrong that night. The breakup had been
written on the wall for a while. I just refused to read it.”

Darcy blew a raspberry. “Stop beating yourself up for some-
thing he did.”

“Thanks, Darcy, but...” Candy shrugged. “Every relation-
ship is a two-way street.”

“From what I see, every relationship is a one-way street,”
Darcy said. “The guy’s way.”

Marie groaned silently. As she’d thought, Darcy would be
her biggest challenge, though she’d keep at her. Kim, she’d
wait to match until her company seemed on firmer ground and
her financial worries cleared. “In any case, Candy, if you let
me help you I guarantee this Valentine’s Day will be a whole
lot better than the last one.”

“Not that it would take much,” Darcy muttered.
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“That’s for sure.” Kim drained her third cup of coffee. “You
could scoop dog poo and have a better time.”

Candy smiled wanly, biting her lip, eyes distant. Marie’s
instinct kicked in: She was thinking about Chuck, and not the
way the three of them wanted her to be thinking about him.
The last couple of times Marie and Candy had had lunch,
Candy was still bringing his name up suspiciously often. The
best way to evict that worthless lump from her heart was to
replace him with someone new.

“Valentine’s Day is cursed in our family.” Candy gestured
with her muffin. “My dad either forgot or the restaurant he was
going to take Mom to burned down or the present he ordered
arrived broken. My best friend Abigail planned a Valentine’s
Day wedding, which her fiancé canceled. Chuck didn’t believe
the calendar should dictate when he expressed love for some-
one, so it was usually up to me how we celebrated, or if we
bothered. Most of the time I didn’t bother. It is overhyped.”

Marie leaned toward Candy. “Would you turn down flowers
and candy and a declaration of undying love from a man on
his knees in a fabulous restaurant just because of the date?”

Candy’s cheeks grew pink; her eyes shone. “Not on your
life. In fact, I admit—guiltily—that exact scenario has been
my proposal fantasy since I was a girl.”

“Come see me. It’s time.” Marie straightened and picked
up the quarter of a cheese Danish she’d been determined to
leave uneaten on her plate. “February is around the corner
and we want you waist-high in roses and chocolate on the
fourteenth.”

“That’s only a month from now.”

“You can find someone in a day if he’s right.” She took a
guilty bite of the rich pastry—by now she knew better than
to make dieting any part of her New Year’s resolutions. “And
that’s where Milwaukeedates comes in. Matching clients
shouldn’t be the job of some software program that doesn’t
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take human variation or taste into account. I work with
each—"

“Marie.” Kim grinned at her. “You are sounding like your
commercial.”

Candy snickered. “Yeah, I was looking around for the
radio.”

“Okay, okay.” Marie brushed crumbs off her fingers and
held up her hands. “But no apologies. I'm selling the real
thing.”

“Ha!” Darcy shook her head in mock disdain. “You're
selling imprisonment, forced labor and a lifelong descent
into—"

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Marie waved the comments away while
pulling out her iPhone. She was sure Darcy’s posturing was
more about self-protection than conviction. “Candy, it won’t
cost you anything to come in and talk. Are you hosting any
events tomorrow?”

Candy dug out her BlackBerry, an obvious ploy to buy
time. In her line of work—party and event planning—she had
to know what she was doing every day down to the last hour
or she’d be sunk. “Well, no, nothing scheduled, but I have to
prepare for a tea party on—"

“Tomorrow.” Marie pounced. “Ten o’clock?”

Candy turned helplessly to Darcy and Kim, the excitement
in her eyes giving her away. “Am I really going to do this?”

“Looks that way to me,” Darcy said drily.

“Sure, why not?” Kim squeezed her shoulder. “You were
smart to give yourself a year to get over Chuck. Now I agree
with Marie, it’s time to move on. Remember, “Why leave
meeting the right person to chance?’”

Darcy chuckled and joined in for the rest of Marie’s slogan.
“‘Leave it to Milwaukeedates.com!””

“Well?” Marie tilted her head, gave Candy a coaxing smile.
“How about it?”

Candy attempted an exasperated sigh, entered Marie’s



12 Turn Up the Heat

name in her BlackBerry, then held up the screen. “How does
that look?”

Marie patted her friend on the arm, hiding the extent of her
triumphant satisfaction. “Like you’re on the way to finding
new love.”



.

CANDY PULLED INTO THE parking lot of Marie’s office build-
ing at 9:59 a.m. She’d spent the last hour with a jittery admin-
istrative assistant organizing an after-work surprise birthday
party for her boss, the CEO of the company. She was the type
of person who made Candy wish for patience pills: an anxious
perfectionist worrywart. “Are you sure they spelled his name
right on the cake?” No, Candy was sure they hadn’t, and she
was thrilled because she loved doing a terrible job, which was
why she was so much in demand.

Some people.

She picked up her briefcase containing a file of notes and
Milwaukeedates.com paperwork filled in the night before,
admittedly at the last minute. She’d popped a bowl of pop-
corn and settled down with a glass of wine to dull her nerves
over this whole process. Then she’d been faced with trying
to figure out how to represent her entire personality for an
online profile in one paragraph, and how to summarize what
qualities she wanted in a guy in another paragraph, all the
while sounding witty and sexy and fun and appealing, yet
honest and substantive.

Right.

Popcorn gone, bottle of wine half-empty, Candy had given
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up in exasperation. She had a personality as varied as the
parties she loved to plan: whimsical, prim, raunchy—it ran
the gamut. How to distill that into a neat sound bite without
sounding as if she had multiple-personality disorder?

Exhausted and defeated, she’d finally decided problems
like this were what she’d be paying Marie to handle, so she’d
gone to bed and dreamed of marrying a guy with six heads.

Oh, baby.

Out into the frigid air of January, the harshest month of win-
ter, though March won for the most wearing, Candy crossed
an icy patch in the parking lot with the short, choppy steps
people in winter states adopted to keep forward momentum
to a minimum. Her breath sent mist streaming into the crisp,
dry air, which swallowed the moisture gratefully. She was
nervous, not entirely in a good way.

She couldn’t let go of the feeling that she was cheating on
Chuck, which was ridiculous because he’d left her to pursue
someone else, someone he claimed matched him better, which
had been the most bewildering part of the breakup. Candy
didn’t know any other couple that operated in such perfect
unison. She and Chuck were so alike, and their minds ran in
such complementary directions. She’d felt completely under-
stood and accepted for the first time in her life.

Not that they never fought or disagreed—if couples never
fought they were either suppressing emotions or had nothing
to say to each other in the first place—but in everything that
mattered, the big things, the values, what they wanted and
expected from a relationship, on all those things they matched
better than she ever could have imagined.

On top of that solid foundation, they shared a sense of
humor, taste in movies, food and books, and their sex life was
good, too. In short, Chuck never stopped being interesting,
sexy and exciting to her; she lit up like a lightbulb every time
she saw his face, yes, even five years later. How could she
hope to find that again? How could he have let it go?



Isabel Sharpe 15

Most people recommended a year for recovery. Hers had
been hell, but she was nearly through it. Maybe taking this
first step would be the best way to banish her fear that she
wasn’t ready, and her deeper fear that she’d never be able to
remove Chuck entirely from her heart. When you loved some-
one that completely, gave yourself over, body and soul...

Yes. But. Chuck was with Kate now, living in her house
in Racine, as much as that still managed to hurt, and Candy
refused to stay stuck mooning over what wasn’t possible.

Plus, Marie’s point about Valentine’s Day was valid. Candy
certainly didn’t want to spend the day alone, reliving the hell
of the previous year. And being part of a lame-duck collection
of single women that night didn’t appeal either. She wanted
a date. A fun one, if not a really special one.

So.

She entered the warm building gratefully, stomped snow
off her boots onto the mat and turned down the hall to Ma-
rie’s office. For the first three years Marie had operated
Milwaukeedates.com out of her home, but she’d felt strongly
that an office would up her professional cachet, so when the
business started doing well she’d leased space downtown on
Water Street, a gamble that had paid off.

Candy unwrapped the floral wool scarf from her neck,
took off her black mittens—maybe she was old for mittens,
but nothing kept her fingers warmer—and smiled at Marie’s
receptionist. “Hi, Jane.”

“Hey, there.” Jane grinned, headset perched on top of her
red curls, startling blue eyes blinking behind narrow black-
framed glasses. “Marie’s in her office, go on in. If you want
tea or coffee help yourself.”

“Thanks.” She crossed to the counter where Marie had set
up a generous selection of teas and coffees, regular, decaf and
herbal, and poured steaming water over a fragrant orange-
spice tea bag.
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Behind her, the ring of the phone, then Jane’s voice:
“Milwaukeedates.com, how may I help you?”

A current client? A prospective client? Maybe even the
guy Candy would end up with. Would she be out with him
on Valentine’s Day?

Stomach churning with a mixture of excitement and dread,
she strode to Marie’s office, knocked and pushed the already
ajar door open. The space managed to be professional and
cozy, much like Marie herself. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves,
occasional books turned face-out, deliberately empty spaces
on the shelves filled with plants, pottery or sculpture. Over-
size chairs in warm brown tones, a burgundy-shaded Oriental
rug.

Behind her desk, on the phone and beckoning Candy in,
Marie stood in a fabulous teal suit whose cut elegantly camou-
flaged her extra pounds and deemphasized her short stature.
She’d recently started coloring her hair a subtle auburn, which
flattered her still-smooth skin and complemented her hazel
eyes, today embellished by soft black liner and subtle shadow-
ing. Marie was a lovely, warm person with a core of strength
and determination which had gotten her through her stinking
husband’s betrayal and earned her every bit of her subsequent
success.

Candy wanted to be her when she grew up.

“I completely understand, yes. And how did he react when
you told him how you felt?”” She smiled apologetically at
Candy and gestured to the chair in front of her desk. “I see.
And how did that make you feel?”

Candy sank into the cushy chair and arranged a couple of
the bright pillows behind her back. The office was deliciously
warm and smelled of lavender and orange spice, the perfect
antidote to the frozen gray outside. Candy dipped her tea bag
a few times and tried vainly to relax. Since her breakup with
Chuck, in an attempt to mitigate the crushing grief, she’d
thrown herself into work, dragged herself out of the house as
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often as possible, gone dancing, taken a cruise with her best
friend, Abigail, traveled down to Chicago several times...and
somehow she hadn’t managed to slow down again. Not like
when she was dating Chuck and was blissfully content with
evenings at home watching TV, weekends spent sleeping late,
staying in bed later and puttering around the house.

She kept the pleasant look on her face and sipped hot, com-
forting tea, telling herself the past was past and she was here
in hopes of starting her future—romantically speaking.

“Right. I understand. Well, I'm sorry it didn’t work out,
but you have the date next week to look forward to...” Marie
bent to hit buttons on her computer and scanned the screen.
“With Ted. Yes. Okay, talk to you later. Take care. Bye.”

She punched off her phone. “That woman has gone out with
and found something horribly wrong with practically every
guy on our site. During our interview I thought she seemed a
little wound-up, but I didn’t see this coming. She needs about
a year’s worth of therapy, not a relationship.”

“Oof. Sorry.” Maybe Candy needed that, too. Or maybe
she just needed another excuse to delay this moment.

“Anyway, this isn’t about her.” Marie came out from behind
her desk and perched on the edge, beaming. “This is your
time. We are going to find you someone absolutely fabulous.
How did you do on the sheets I had you fill out?”

“Dismally.”

“Hmm.” She held out her hand. “Let me see.”

Candy pulled the papers from her briefcase. “I couldn’t
decide between answers. I think I checked all the options
practically every single time. Do I like staying home or going
out? Yes. Do I like old movies or contemporary? Yes. Do I
like restaurants, bars, clubs, movies, museums or lectures for
a favorite night out? Yes. What is more important, career or
family? Both. And on and on. I'm hopeless.”

“Hopeless?” Marie took the papers. “Let’s call you well-
rounded. Adventurous, open-minded, cosmopolitan.”
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Candy conceded the point. “Yes, better term than hope-
less. But when I got to the introductory paragraph I splintered
completely. I felt I could put up four different profiles.”

Marie looked up from the papers. “What would you call
those profiles? I mean if you had to classify them. What would
those four different parts of you be?”

Candy blinked. She’d expected Marie to laugh, not put on
her psychologist hat. “Well. One part of me is playful. Like a
kid. The part that dresses up as Sally the Silly Fairy at kids’
birthday parties. So one part I’d call goofy.”

Marie reached back for a pad and pen and started writing.
“Child at heart. Go on.”

“Let’s see.” Candy sipped her tea, considering. “Another
would be the part of me that likes to read, to do crossword
puzzles, jigsaw puzzles, play Scrabble, to curl up in front of a
fire with a glass of wine and a good book I can later discuss,
to take classes in things I'd like to know more about. Call
her...the Professor.”

“Professor.” Marie wrote it down. “I like that. Next?”

“Next...is the ambitious side of me, the part that loves
organizing, planning, waking up every day knowing what
I want to accomplish and knowing I will do it. Continually
conquering challenges, beating back problems, making sure
everything flows smoothly.” She frowned, trying to come up
with a title. “Battle-ax?”

Marie pursed her lips disapprovingly. “Superwoman.”

“Superwoman!” Candy laughed. “That works, too.”

“Is that it?”

“Well...no.” Candy felt herself blushing and held the cup
of tea close to her face. “There’s one more.”

Marie’s eyebrow raised. “Ye-e-es?”

“It’s the smallest part. I'm not even sure it really is a part
of me, maybe just a fantasy.”

“I’'m listening.”

“The part that would like to get dressed up for an absurdly
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expensive restaurant, to travel to Paris, Monaco, ski the Alps.
To wear hot lingerie every day, and have the confidence to
seduce a stranger in a bar merely by giving him the right
look.”

“Hmm, yes.” Marie eyed Candy speculatively. “I can see
her in you, but I don’t think you’ve indulged her yet. Chuck
sure didn’t let you.”

Candy’s mouth dropped. “Didn’t ler me? What do you
mean? Chuck was very supportive of whatever I wanted to
do and whomever I wanted to be.”

For one unbearable moment Marie just watched her, and
Candy started feeling anxious as well as angry.

“Yes, sorry. I crossed the line.”

Candy let out the breath she’d been holding. She had to keep
reminding herself that her girlfriends judged Chuck unfairly,
probably out of loyalty because he’d hurt her so badly. She
didn’t have much nice to say about Marie’s ex-husband Grant,
either, after he’d left her for some bimbo barely old enough
to drink. “It’s okay. I guess Chuck is still a raw topic. I'm not
even sure | should be here. How can I fall for another guy
when this one is still so special to me?”

“Oh, honey. I know how hard this is.” Marie capped her
pen, face radiating gentle sympathy. “Of course I don’t want
to push you to do anything you don’t want to. But I think this
is the right time and the right way. I guess I’ll have to ask you
to trust me.”

“I do.” She drank more tea to keep herself from breaking
down and bawling. “I do trust you. I'm just a little...”

“Conflicted?” Marie smiled warmly. “I went through the
exact same thing after my marriage broke up and I was look-
ing to date again. I had to force myself the first few times.
Then it got easier.”

“But you never found anyone.”

“No. But looking did me a lot of good, made me realize
that Grant not wanting me anymore didn’t mean no one did.
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And besides.” Her smile turned wicked. “I didn’t have Mil-
waukeedates, and you do.”

Candy laughed. “Of course.”

“So.” Marie uncapped her pen again and poised it over the
pad. “Let’s call the fourth one Sexy Glamour Girl.”

“Okay.” Candy finished her tea, stronger already. Marie
was really good at her job. “So that’s me. How do I put all
that together in a couple of paragraphs?”

Marie sat, eyes narrowed in contemplation, tapping her
chin with a professionally manicured fingertip. “I have an
idea. Kind of a wild idea, but...”

“I'm all ears.”

“Why don’t you make four profiles?”

Candy let out a startled laugh. “Four?”

“I know, crazy, right? I'm thinking of it as an experiment
to see which part of you men respond to the most. See which
part you enjoy bringing to the foreground the most. It would
actually be fascinating from a psychological standpoint.”

“I'm...I...I'm...” She made herself breathe. “I'm stammer-
ing apparently.”

“Take your time.”

“Would that be fair to the guys I was seeing? If I'm not
really being me?”

“But you are being you.” Marie pushed herself off the desk,
headed behind it and opened a file drawer. “It’s not like you're
changing any part of yourself, just emphasizing one in each
case. If the guy’s got half a brain he won’t think he knows you
entirely because of how you present yourself on the site.”

“I don’t know, Marie.” Candy was getting excited even as
her sensible self told her there had to be disastrous aspects to
this plan that she couldn’t see yet.

“This will give you a chance to explore certain parts of
yourself that might have been...” Marie circled her hand,
coaxing out her next word. “Underappreciated.”
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Candy put her hands to her temples, ignoring the second
unreasonable jab at Chuck. “I need to think this through.”

“Of course.” Marie pulled out several sheets from a folder.
“I have four sets of profile sheets here, one for each of you.
You’ll probably fill them out in half an hour this time.”

“I haven’t said I'd do it.” She was turning the idea over and
over. Instinct was telling her she was going to say yes, but
common sense wouldn’t let her yet. Four different women?

“Filling these out doesn’t commit you.” Marie held the
papers across the desk. “You’ll have a blast, especially given
your talent for performing.”

“I haven’t been on stage in years.” Candy heard the laugh
beginning in her voice. She never would have considered doing
anything this impulsive and stupid if Chuck were around.
He’d be here to tell her she was going off half-cocked again,
not thinking through the pros and cons, not making a list and
approaching the problem calmly and logically.

But Chuck wasn’t here.

“Maybe not on stage, but whenever you manage your events
you’re performing in a way.” Marie shook the papers insis-
tently toward Candy, who gave in and took them. “Plus, even
though this is hardly scientific, I'd be curious about the results.
Who knows, you might help me help other people decide how
to present themselves, too. Oh, and you’d only have to pay
regular fees. The three extras would be on the house.”

Candy slid the papers absently into her briefcase. “What
if a guy recognized the other three of me when he’s looking
through profiles?”

Marie smiled. “Pardon me, but my experience has been that
while men are visual creatures when it comes to the opposite
sex, they’re more likely to take in an impression of a woman
than focus on her features. You probably haven’t spent much
time browsing other sites, but I'm constantly having to tell men
on ours not to submit long-distance pictures of themselves in
sunglasses.”
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“Why not?”

“Women want to see eyes, read faces. Men are okay with
the bigger picture, shall we say.” She gave Candy a critical
once-over. “We can do your hair and makeup differently for
each, glasses for one profile, your contacts for another. And
since most clients view primarily the profiles I suggest to
them, it probably won’t even be an issue. If it is, who cares?
We’ll explain. Not like we’re breaking a law.”

“True...” Candy shut her briefcase, excitement still bubbling
away inside her. It did sound fun. More than that, appearing
as a caricature of one part of herself felt more like a game and
less like a risk, more like a dare than a date. Most importantly,
this didn’t make it seem as if she was finally giving up hope
that Chuck would come to his senses and want her back.

“Well? You're grinning, that has to be a good sign.”

“I’ll do it.” She finished her tea and stood, feeling giddy
and fizzy, better than she had in a long time. “I'll really do
it.”

Marie broke into a wide triumphant grin. “Candy, honey,
get ready for some serious dating fun.”
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JUSTIN PULLED ON his thermal jacket, thrust his hands into
puffy black gloves and stepped into boots that promised to
keep his feet warm and dry through whatever winter could
offer. So far it had offered a lot. Very generous was winter
here in Wisconsin. Not much in common with the last thirty
winters of his life spent in San Diego. When he’d announced
his plans to move to Milwaukee, his friends all got the same
bewildered look in their eyes. Dude, what are you smoking?
They’d predicted he’d last through January then come shiver-
ing back to sunny California.

So far he was holding strong, but days like this...

He peered through the back window at the outdoor ther-
mometer the previous owners left with the house, which he
could barely see. Five-thirty and nearly dark. And this was
better than it had been in December, when it had started to
get dark an hour earlier.

The temperature registered...eighteen? Sorry, but that
wasn’t enough degrees for him. Who was responsible? Who
could come to the state and fix it? Shouldn’t spring have
started by now? Near the end of January? He was certainly
ready.

He braced himself and opened the door, cringing at the
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blast of air that attacked him as if he were naked. The day
before had been miraculously warmer, enough to melt the
snow on his roof, which meant that as temperatures dropped
again, his gutters became icicle hangers and his driveway a
skating rink.

Yes, he had moved here on purpose.

He closed his eyes, briefly picturing palm trees, sunshine—
he’d seen the sun maybe ten times during the three months
he’d been here—sandy beaches, waves made for surfing.

No point torturing himself. He started on the perilous jour-
ney toward his garage for a bag of salt, reminding himself
that he owned this spacious two-thousand-square-foot house
with full basement, instead of the cramped two-bedroom he’d
sold in Solana Beach, his hometown on the California coast.
Point in Wisconsin’s favor, they were practically giving houses
away here. He’d jumped on this one, a typically midwestern
brick bungalow on a quiet street in Shorewood, just north of
the city of Milwaukee, and made enough profit on the sale of
his old house not only to buy the place with cash, but to allow
himself time to settle in and write the first book in what could
turn out to be a very profitable series with Troy, his closest
friend from college.

Justin hadn’t been planning to move, but the coauthoring
book deal from Troy and the amount of work they’d need to do
together, coupled with the nasty break-up of a relationship, had
certainly planted the seed. It wasn’t until his new neighbor,
out of the blue, made a very generous offer to purchase his
house that Justin started to view the idea seriously. In the end,
it almost seemed as if the fates were pointing him here.

The fates clearly had a high tolerance for cold.

He made it to the garage, no falls or bruises, all bones in-
tact, hefted the bag of salt and managed to work out a method
of sprinkling and shuffling carefully forward at the same
time, ice crackling under the mineral assault. If he was lucky,
he could get the car over this and onto the street without
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smashing into anything. Snow driving and Justin were only
just getting acquainted.

At the end of the driveway he’d turned and started on the
sidewalk when a movement across the street caught his eye.
His neighbor, whatever her name was, had emerged from her
house into the strong beam of her back-door light, and was
sauntering toward her car, a bright red minivan parked on the
street. He’'d seen her through the window a couple of times,
but meeting people on a block where no one was ever outside
unless he or she was pushing a roaring snowblower had proved
complicated.

This woman intrigued him. Not just because she was young,
attractive and he hadn’t happened to see a guy attached to her,
but because, unless she was one of twins or triplets, every time
he’d seen her in the past week she’d been sporting a completely
different look. Not just different clothes, but hair, accessory
styles, even her movements. The first time he’d noticed the
change from her usual casual outfit and aura, she’d been strid-
ing aggressively toward her car in a pantsuit masculine enough
that he could have worn it, no coat, hair in a severe bun, eyes
imprisoned by thick, dark-framed glasses. The second time,
late one evening, she’d been taking out her trash at the same
time he was watering plants in his living room—plants he’d
bought to remind himself that not every living thing had died
in October. That time, Mysterious Neighbor wore unobtrusive
rimless glasses and had her hair in a soft, long braid, exposing
chunky gold earrings. On her slender body a bulky hip-length
cream sweater hung over casual tan pants and sensible brown
shoes. She’d moved in slow dreamy steps, a book tucked under
her arm.

Tonight? Whew.

Dark hair hanging sexily loose past her shoulders, tight
black miniskirt, fabulous legs in sheer black stockings, which
happened to be one of his favorite looks. His gaze followed
those shapely legs downward into black lace-up stiletto ankle
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boots. Under her gaping long black sweater—she must be
part Siberian not to be wearing a coat—a purple clingy top
dropped low enough to make him yearn for a two-scoop ice
cream sundae in spite of the cold. Delicate silver earrings, a
silver bracelet, rings on her fingers—bells on her toes?

He realized he was gaping and gave what he hoped was a
friendly and neighborly wave, which was all they’d exchanged
so far. Her answering smile reached across the street and
practically pushed him off his feet.

Whoa.

He crossed, almost forgetting to check for cars, took off
his right glove and offered to shake with frozen fingers. “Hi
there. I'm Justin.”

Her fingers, extracted from black leather and lace, were
warm. “I'm Candy.”

He was about to say, yes you are, when it occurred to him
what could be a fun compliment from someone she trusted
would sound slimy coming from a stranger. “Nice to meet
you, Candy...”

“Graham.”

“Candy-gram?”

She shrugged, smiling wryly. “Dad had a weird sense of
humor. My real name is Catherine. I've tried to switch to the
full name, but...”

He knew this one. “But everyone has always called you
Candy, and using another name would be like throwing part
of yourself away.”

Her turn to gape at him, but unfortunately not because he
was the hottest thing she’d seen all winter long as had been
the situation when he was doing it. “How did you know?”

“My last name is Case.”

“Case?”

“Justin...”

“Justin Case.” She cringed, where every other person who
made the connection burst out laughing. “Oof. Sorry.”



Isabel Sharpe 27

“Thanks.” He was distracted by the way her full curving
lips were colored a plummy shade that complemented her top.
She parted those lips and her breath emerged, a soft white
cloud in the dim light. He had a sudden and urgent desire to
kiss her, and when he lifted his gaze to her eyes and felt the
earthquake shock of attraction, he almost did.

Almost. “Uh, yeah, my dad was quite the jokester, too.”

“Apparently.” She broke the eye contact, glancing across
the street at his house. “Well, welcome to the neighborhood,
Justin Case. How long have you been here?”

“Since November.” He put his glove back on, crossed his
arms over his chest. She had dynamite eyes, lashes long but
not fake-looking; subtle liner and smoky brown shadow made
them large and smoldering, yet he had the feeling that when
she wasn’t dressed and made-up in one of her guises, she’d
look farm-girl sweet. Nothing turned him on more than the
combination of heat and innocence. He wanted to ask if she
was seeing anyone, and how she’d feel about staying indoors
with him for the rest of this miserable season. “Pretty serious
cold here today, huh.”

“Today?” She blinked at him.

“My thermometer said eighteen. Brutal!” He shook his
head, taken aback when she looked puzzled. “For this time
of year, I mean.”

“You’re not from Wisconsin, are you.”

“Uh. Southern California?”

She smirked. “That explains it. Eighteen is a pretty normal
temperature. This winter has actually been really mild. We
usually go subzero in January.”

He shuddered. Were there flights out of Milwaukee to any-
where warm leaving this afternoon?

“It’s not that bad.” She shifted on the sidewalk, gesturing
with her hands in her pockets; her sweater gaped and he got
a very nice eyeful. She wasn’t tall—he was six-one and she
came up to his chin in those incredible boots—but perfectly
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proportioned. If anything could warm him up... “What made
you move here, Justin?”

“A book contract.” His teeth started to chatter; he wondered
if she’d think he was making a move on her if he invited her
to continue their conversation inside.

“No, kidding! What about?”

“An interactive how-to computer manual. There will be a
disk with the book, and an e-version. In the ebooks, readers
will be able to click links to pursue subjects further, see short
animated demos or try out software screens. We're trying to
duplicate a classroom experience. A friend pitched the idea to
our publisher. He’s the computer guy. I'm the writer.” Could
she tell his sentences were getting shorter and shorter as his
body started to want to shake in earnest? It took more and
more energy to hold still. Not macho to start violent trembling.
“If it flies they’ll want a whole series.”

“No kidding! That is most excellent. Did you write in Cali-
fornia? Where were you from exactly? I have a friend in L.A.”
Her conversation tumbled out, as if she’d been holding back
before.

“I’'m from Solana Beach, outside San Diego. Yes, I wrote,
technical manuals for a scientific engineering company.”

“Oh, wow. That sounds so...” She faltered.

“Unbelievably exciting? Universe-altering, in fact?”

“Of course.” She tipped her head, smiling again, hair hang-
ing in a shiny curtain behind her right ear. If he wasn’t about
to turn into Frosty the Snowman, he’d really enjoy being on
the receiving end of that deep-brown gaze, imagining what
else she might find unbelievably exciting.

But he was about to turn into Frosty the Snowman.

“Listen, I know you natives consider this a balmy day in
paradise, but I am about to start dropping limbs. Would you
like to bring this conversation over to my house? I have coffee
on, though at this point I'm thinking of bathing in it.”

She laughed. “I'd love to, but I have a...date.”
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“Yeah, okay.” He was surprised to be so disappointed. But
of course a woman like this would have a boyfriend, or guys
all over her. Guys who’d walk around on a day like today in
shorts, shirtless and not even have their balls retract. His were
somewhere up near where they’d been the day he was born.
“I should have figured with you so dressed up.”

“I don’t always dress like this.”

He almost said “No kidding” but didn’t want her think-
ing—okay, knowing—that he’d taken a somewhat voyeur-
type interest in her and was already curious about her abrupt
changes in style. “Too bad.”

She smiled, and under her sex-aura he thought he detected
shyness. “Thank you.”

“You...go on a lot of dates?”

“Recently, yes.”

He took a step back. He really liked the look of this woman,
the way she smiled so often, and the sensual energy she emit-
ted, but he wasn’t the type to stand in a testosterone line.
Angie, his ex-girlfriend, was like that. A man-magnet, who
was a lot better at attracting than at repelling, for which she
was unapologetic, to say the least. She was one of the reasons
he’d done more than just consider cutting ties to his home
state.

“I joined a dating site.”

“Yeah?” He stopped moving back. That would explain all
the dates—easy access to a pool of single guys. But not the
variety of outfits. “How’s that working?”

“Not bad. Not great.” She laughed. “Sometimes I don’t
know if it’s such a good idea.”

He nodded, not really understanding. For someone who
didn’t think it was a good idea, she sure put a lot of effort into
transforming herself.

“My friend owns the site. Milwaukeedates.com. It’s...sort
of a favor to her.”

“Really.” Now that was interesting. She was going on dates
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to help out a friend, not to find someone? What about the
women who signed up legitimately at the website? What about
the poor men who thought they were on a real date and had
a chance with her? “The company isn’t doing well? Needs
more women?”

“Oh.” She dropped her eyes, clearly flustered. “No, she...
No, it’s doing very well. In fact, Marie won a Best Success
Stories award last year from Women in Power, a local orga-
nization of female business owners. I belong, too.”

“Good for her.” His reporter instinct started humming.
Something was making this appetizing Candy-gram pretty
uncomfortable. After graduating with a degree in journalism
from the University of Southern California, Justin made most
of his money through his technical-writing job, but kept his
hand in investigative reporting simply because he loved it.
“What do you do?”

“I have my own event-planning company. We do kids’
parties, adult parties, corporate events, whatever anyone
needs.”

“What a great job.”

“I enjoy it a lot.”

His mind was still spinning. Bob Rondell, longtime friend
and ex-roommate, a good-looking successful guy who loved
conspiracy theories, had one about a dating site he’d joined
in San Diego. He was convinced the company employed hot
women, put up their profiles, and had them show up on two or
three chaste dates per new enrollee, to boost the site’s cachet
and to keep the men eagerly paying steep monthly dues in
case the next date worked out better. At the time Justin had
chalked up the theory to Bob’s bruised ego.

But...he’d heard other rumors of deceptive practices on
dating sites. It could happen. Justin had learned to trust his
instinct when it told him something was worth probing further.
Just not here, now, with his ears on fire, his nose running and
his toes going numb.
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“Well, enjoy your date.”

She looked rueful. “Coffee in your kitchen sounds more
fun.”

“The offer stands for another time.” He backed into the
street a few steps, keeping their eye contact going, and then
turned and did everything he could to amble casually up to
his back door when every frozen cell in his body was begging
him to run as fast as he safely could.

Was it spring yet?

Inside, still enjoying the mental picture of Candy’s body
beckoning in purple and black, but feeling bad for the guy she
was going to meet with all the excitement of someone facing
jail time, he let himself warm up for a few minutes, turning
over the meager facts. Nothing substantial to go on. But...
an article exposing fraud of any type was always fascinat-
ing to readers, and it wouldn’t do any harm for him to check
further.

He hauled out his phone and dialed Bob in California with
fingers still clumsy from the chill. Would he ever get used to
winter in this place? He missed surfing the most. Maybe he
should take up cross-country skiing. Supposed to be a good
enough workout that you didn’t mind so much being flash-
frozen.

“Bob, hey, it’s Justin. What’s going on?”

“Sitting on my balcony in a swimsuit, getting some sun,
enjoying a good book and a beer. You?”

Justin made a noise of disgust. “Up to my testes in ice.”

“Ha! Dude, I knew you’d get hammered there. Serious
winter. Come home, the living is still easy.”

“Nah, I like it so far. Except for the cold.”

“Right, and that’s only a mere eight months of the year. I
lived in Boston and nearly died. Wisconsin is worse.”

“Don’t need to hear it, I'm living it.”

“I'm telling you... How’s the book coming with Troy?”

“We’ve made a good start.”
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“Yeah? I can’t picture the two of you doing anything but
goofing around drinking beer.”

“We’re working. We have deadlines, we have to.” He put
icy fingers under his arm to try to thaw them. “Listen, are
you still signed up at that dating site?”

“CalDates? No-ho-ho-ho.” He chuckled out the syllables.
“Waste of good money. I told you my theory.”

“That’s why I'm calling.” He outlined the situation with
Candy, her odd behavior and his completely unfounded sus-
picions.

“One question. Is she hot?”

“Let’s just say hers is the only house on the block without
snow.”

Bob snorted. “Then yes. I bet you anything she’s working
for this friend of hers who owns the site. Probably whoever
comes in, he’s matched up with her in whatever disguise he
seems to want, and bingo, she walks in and he’s thinking ‘look
at this chick, this is the site for me!” Then she disappears after
a couple of dates. ‘It’s not you, it’s me. No, really.’

“After that, he keeps striking out, but the memory of that
first hot woman keeps him renewing the charges. I'm telling
you, men are simple. Lonely men are even simpler. ‘Do I have
a hope of getting laid again someday? I'll keep paying.””

Justin made a noncommital sound and switched his hands
so the other one could have hope of getting feeling back. He
wasn’t sure he liked hearing men classified as simpletons,
though he admitted one glance at Candy dressed the way she
was today, and he’d been having some pretty simple thoughts:
Me want that.

“You know they did some study of chickens pecking at
levers. One group always got food when it pecked. Pretty
soon those birds got full and stopped. One group never got
food from pecking. They gave up, too, pretty quick. The third
group sometimes got food, sometimes didn’t. Those guys
never stopped pecking. See what I mean?”
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“Uh...”

“Dude, men are the same. Give us a little hope, a few dates
with a fantasy babe, and we’ll keep trying forever. It’s brilliant
when you stop to think about it.”

“Brilliant.” He was even more uncomfortable now. The
chicken story was a little close to home when he thought
about his relationship with Angie. For every week she was
horrible to him, there was one he was in, and yeah, he kept
pecking that lever for way too long. “Well, thanks, I'll stay
in touch.”

“You do that. And visit. You’ll crack by March at the latest.
Government there will be handing out free straitjackets by
the end of the month, I'm telling you.”

“We’ll see.” Justin said goodbye and hung up, chuckling and
shaking his head. Bob the Man. Full of it, on many levels.

However, as much as Justin was skeptical of his friend’s
theory, it wouldn’t hurt to check out Milwaukeedates.com.
He missed the journalistic rush of adrenaline as worthwhile
stories emerged under his digging, and would like to keep that
part of his career going in Milwaukee. Uncovering a dating-
site scam wouldn’t earn him a Pulitzer, but it could be a solid
foot in the door in this new city. Once he got enough details
and felt a story was possible he could put together a proposal
and see who bit.

Only one problem as far as he could see.

If he was investigating Ms. Graham’s involvement, he
couldn’t ask her out with anything more in mind than coffee
and information. While where she was concerned, his mind
was full of a whole lot more than that.
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CANDY GOT INTO HER CAR and slammed the door, trying not
to stare at Justin’s very nicely put-together body making its
way cautiously over his icy driveway. Oh, my goodness. She
hadn’t been affected that much by a man in...well not since
she’d met Chuck in her senior year at University of Wisconsin
Stevens Point. He’d sat behind her in their British Novel class
and kicked the back of her chair until she got so annoyed she’d
turned around to tell him to knock it off—and encountered
the world’s most winning grin and a note waved in her direc-
tion: 1 just fell in love with the back of your head. Meet me
for coffee after class?

She had, coffee that lasted through her free hour, her En-
trepreneurship class, too much homework time, dinner and
the next five wonderful years. During all that time, and in the
last year of horrible grief, Candy had hardly looked at another
man.

Oh. Well. There was that guy she’d met at the bachelor
party she organized last year. And the father of the little girl
who had the Barbie birthday party a couple of years before
that. And the cute guy who helped her ver-r-ry attentively
at Best Buy when she was getting Chuck a new TV for his
birthday.
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But those men were either spoken for, or she was, so she’d
been friendly, and left it at that. Now, gulp, she was free. And
if Justin had recently moved, maybe there wasn’t a girlfriend in
the picture, unless he’d left one on the beach in California.

Candy turned on the engine, shivering—not from eighteen
degrees as much as from Justin. Maybe he was only being
neighborly, but her female instincts told her he’d been more
than that; the excitement of possibilities had been buzzing
in the air between them. Look how she’d jumped to make it
seem the whole multiple-dates thing was just a favor to Marie.
Candy hadn’t wanted him thinking she was desperate for a
man, but obviously she’d also wanted him to know she hadn’t
been swept away by anyone yet. Hint, hint.

She wanted to cancel her date tonight with Ralph, knock
on Justin’s door and see what talking to him felt like, even
though common sense told her this was a temporary thrill.
No matter how wonderful Justin turned out to be, odds were
he’d end up just a friend in the long run.

Though, mmm, the idea of what could happen in the short
run was enticing. Maybe Justin would turn out to be the person
Marie prescribed to banish Candy’s ghosts of Valentine’s Day
romantic failure.

Oof. Pull back, girl. She was getting ahead of herself,
which was a good trait when she was planning an event and
imagining everything that could go right or wrong, but not so
good when she bulldozed ahead, making assumptions and de-
cisions based on factors she couldn’t control. After all, Justin
said he wanted her to come over because he was cold, maybe
that was all there was to it.

And romance with a neighbor could be complicated. Candy
had inherited her late grandmother’s house here in Shorewood
four years ago, bless Grandma, which meant Candy had been
able to put her savings toward starting up the party business.
But it also meant she wasn’t ever planning to move. Having
an ex-boyfriend across the street could be awkward.
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One other uneasy thought: Candy had waved hello to Justin
a few times, but today was the first time he’d approached,
when she was dressed like the kind of person she wasn’t. If
that was all that attracted him, they had little hope of hitting
it off. Her usual look—sweats and fuzzy slippers, glasses and
no makeup—would make him run.

There. Reality was much more reliable than fantasy, as
Chuck always had to remind her. Tonight, she’d simply cel-
ebrate that she wasn’t going to spend the rest of her life with
a dormant sex drive, since seeing Justin had woken her hor-
mones from hibernation in a big hurry.

Baby steps toward healing, maybe, but forward motion was
the only way Candy would get there.

She pulled out onto Prospect Street and headed for Harry’s
Bar and Grill on Oakland. Tonight she was meeting Ralph
Stodges who apparently liked his women dressed to seduce,
since Marie had matched him up with Sexy Glamour Girl.
Despite Candy’s initial misgivings, dating as different types
had so far been the perfect way to ease into the concept of
new romance with an appropriate sense of fun.

Her first date, as Superwoman—coffee at Alterra by the
Lake—had been...interesting. Frank was good-looking and
intelligent, but seemed to feel challenged, and kept trying to
prove he knew more about pretty much every topic that came
up. Tedious, but she’d enjoyed indulging her sense of power
and smarts even if she did have to wear that god-awful severe
suit.

Her next date—lunch at The Knick as the Professor—was
much more fun, probably because that personality came most
naturally. Certainly more natural than the one she was trying
out tonight. Sam had been thoughtful, interesting and funny,
though there was a decided lack of sizzle between them.

Fine by her. She needed to enjoy this experimentation and
continue the process of accepting that she and Chuck weren’t
going to end up together forever. Admittedly, there were times,
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home alone in bed, when she still had hope he’d come back,
and still times she thought resuming a dating life was a mis-
take, that she was merely looking for second-best after she’d
already had the love of her life. What was the point?

Maybe the point was that second-best would turn out to
be better than nothing? She should count herself lucky that
she’d loved so deeply. Many people never did.

Somehow that didn’t make her feel much better.

Her late arrival at the bar was made later when it took ten
minutes circling blocks before she found a place to park. Then
she couldn’t resist calling her best friend since fourth grade,
Abigail Glucklich, because God forbid anything should hap-
pen the two of them didn’t share immediately.

“It’s quarter after six, you’re supposed to be on your date.
Why are you calling me? Is Ralph horrible?”

“I haven’t met him yet.” She got out, locked the car and
started toward the bar.

“Losing your nerve? You were a mess when we were pick-
ing outfits, no matter how often I told you how gorgeous you
were.”

Candy grinned. Abigail had provided clothes, shoes,
makeup and advice to bring Sexy Glamour Girl to life, since
Candy’s wardrobe definitely wouldn’t suit. And yes, Candy
had been squirmingly uncomfortable no matter what the mir-
ror said. She kept hearing Chuck’s voice assuring her she was
pretty and sexy without artificial trappings. “No, not losing
my nerve.”

“Then...7?”

“I met a guy.” Her voice turned girlish and giggly without
her permission.

“What?” Abigail’s normal sleepy tone rose an octave.
“Where? How? When?”

“Just now. My neighbor across the street.”

“The Bakers’ old house?”

“That’s the one.”
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“What happened? You went over and jumped in bed with
him?”

“I said I met him. As in ‘Hi, how are you, I'm Candy.

“Oh.” She sounded disappointed. That was Abigail. In
Candy’s place she would have accepted Justin’s invitation
for coffee and made sure they drank it in the bedroom, leav-
ing poor Ralph at Harry’s glancing at his watch, wondering
what had happened to his date. “What is so momentous about
meeting your neighbor? Though of course I can guess.”

“He’s gorgeous.”

“Now we’re talking.”

“And from what I can tell, available.”

“Even better.”

“So what do I do next?”

“Take him cookies.”

Candy stopped on the sidewalk and burst out laughing.
“Do what now?”

“Cookies. A plate of homemade cookies says, ‘Hello and
welcome to the neighborhood. I'm Candy and I can bake.
What’s more, in bed I can cook. Let’s get married.”

Candy snorted and kept walking. “Oh, that’s subtle.”

“That’s how I got Ron. All the other women after him
dressed like bimbos and acted as if all they brought to the
table was sex and permission for him to spend millions on
them. On our first date, I brought to the table a bag of sugar-
oatmeal cookies I baked. He never saw what hit him.”

“True enough.”

Abigail had grown up in West Allis, one of five boister-
ous siblings in a house without enough love or money, and
had decided the latter was more important, therefore she got
herself engaged to the first gazillionaire she could find. He
ducked out—the infamous Valentine’s Day non-wedding—
but she married the next one, Ron Glucklich. They lived in a
mansion overlooking Lake Michigan with a three-car garage
the size of Candy’s house. Until the start of her pregnancy

299
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four months earlier, Abigail was always rushing off to this or
that country, resort, beach, et al, and was hardly ever around
long enough for her house to feel like home, at least as Candy
saw it. Now that Abigail had finally stopped throwing up, she
and Ron would be off again soon, to Jamaica. Candy wouldn’t
want her life for anything.

Okay, maybe for a month. Or two. Abigail didn’t have to
dress up and pretend to be Sexy Glamour Girl, she lived it.

“Where are you?”

“On my way to meet Ralph.” She stopped outside the res-
taurant entrance. “I'm here, in fact. He’s probably thinking
by now that I’'m not going to show.”

“My, my, you are certainly rolling in men.” Abigail sounded
wistful. “Those were the days.”

“Like you’d trade what you have now?” She snorted.
Though there were times Candy suspected Abigail missed
having the kind of love Candy had found with Chuck, she and
Ron got along well and were both thrilled about the coming
baby. “I’ll let you know how it goes. What are you doing
tonight?”

“Ron’s traveling. I'm going to hang out, watch TV and try
not to eat Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups. Those miniature ones
are so cute you think they don’t count, then you reach the
end of the bag and realize that’s a whole day’s allotment of
calories and none of them were good for the little one.” She
let out a groan of exasperation that couldn’t hide her joy. “This
baby-making is a major responsibility.”

“Worth it, though?”

“Oh, yeah.” She sighed blissfully. “The little nugget has
me already. I'm a goner.”

“I knew that about you.” Candy grinned over a twinge of
envy. Abigail was finally looking out for someone other than
herself. That was worth grinning over. The envy...well, Candy
had thought that by now she and Chuck would be married and
starting a family, too.
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“So go. Have fun. I'll fret about calories and you have wild
sex.”

“We’ll see.”

“Oh, and I was serious about baking Neighbor Guy cook-
ies, Candy. Make those chocolate chunk ones I nearly gained
forty pounds on once I stopped wanting to throw up every
hour. He’ll fall like bricks.”

“Will do.”

“And call me the second you’re done with the Ralph-date.
If he doesn’t get a stiffy at the sight of you, he’s gay.”

Candy giggled. “Thanks, Abby. I promise I’ll call right
away.”

She clicked off the phone, tucked it in her bag, and felt
suddenly faint with nerves. She’d have to walk into a bar full
of people who would take one look and make all kinds of as-
sumptions about her character. Same for the other dates, yes,
but this character seemed so false...

She squared her shoulders and strode into the bar, trying
to act as confident and sexual as she knew she looked. No
backing out now.

Inside, she gritted her teeth against the rush of warmth and
noise, and made herself look around. Ralph was pretty hot in
his picture, though Marie said he’d put on a few pounds.

A huge man lumbered toward her. Much taller than she
expected. A regular elephant bull. He’d put on, yes, a few
pounds. No, several pounds. And shaved his head. And added
an earring. And grown one of those soul patches which made
Candy itch for a razor. He looked like David Draiman, the
lead singer of the band Disturbed, minus the giant, scary lip
ring. “Candy?”

“Yes. Ralph. Hi.” She stuck out her hand with a bright
smile, forgetting she was supposed to smolder, then tried to
smolder, but probably looked like she had something in her
eye.
This was a mistake. What had been natural with Abigail,
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and even with Justin, was foreign and ridiculous with this in-
timidating mountain of a person. A person she didn’t know, a
person to whom she was broadcasting messages about herself
that weren’t true.

“Well, we-e-ell.” He gave her a long, slow once-over that
was like getting rubbed with used engine oil. “You are one
very hot woman. Am I in luck or what?”

What. Candy kept her smile going, tried to arrange her
body in a suitably seductive pose, feeling naked, a Iudicrous
pretender.

She wanted to go home, change into sweats, bake those
cookies, deliver them to Justin and spend the evening consum-
ing them in his kitchen over coffee and conversation. What
kind of sex kitten did that make her?

Not one. By the end of this evening Ralph would find that
out. And who knew what Justin would say to the cookies if
they were delivered by a woman in baggy fleece?

Candy should have listened to Chuck who knew her better
than she knew herself. Sexy Glamour Girl was only part of
her personality in her dreams.

MARIE WALKED DOWN THE STAIRS into the Cellar at Roots Res-
taurant, her favorite after-work place for a drink and occasion-
ally a reasonably priced and excellent dinner. The restaurant
was located in the up-and-coming Brewers Hill neighborhood
where Marie had bought a small fixer-upper Victorian. She’d
hired a friend to do renovations on the cheap, resulting in a
cozy, colorful home that said “Marie” everywhere one looked,
and which Marie adored. She and her ex-husband, Grant, had
lived in a beautiful Tudor in Whitefish Bay on the east side by
the lake, a place she’d decorated the way she thought a wife
should decorate a house for her husband. After the divorce,
while she’d wanted to stay in Milwaukee where she’d lived
all her life, she needed to live somewhere that felt like a new
start. Here in Brewers Hill, she wasn’t constantly running
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into Grant or his new hot-young-babe wife, nor did she risk
encountering mutual friends with their tsk-tsk sympathy. This
part of the city had come to feel like hers.

“Hey, Marie, how are you doing this evening? What’1l it
be today?”

“I'm fine, Joe.” She sat in a tall chair at the long wooden
bar set under a dimly lit canopy of tangled brown metal, evok-
ing roots, for obvious reasons, and grinned at the handsome
young bartender with the eyes of a doe, the mouth of a young
girl and the body of an Olympic swimmer. “Let me see. How
about a Prufrock tonight?”

“You got it.” He grabbed the bottle of pear vodka which
he’d mix with gin, chartreuse and a splash of sour mix at
lightning speed. Cellar cocktails were inventive and changed
with the seasons. Never a dull moment.

Marie looked around the room, white lights strung in a
scattered pattern from the bar overhang, early patrons sitting
at some of the tables already, many more to come soon she
knew.

“Here you go, one Prufrock.”

“Thanks, Joe.” She unfolded the Milwaukee Journal-
Sentinel, dreading the world’s depressing news, and took a
sip of the icy liquid, fruity and not too sweet. Mmm. Her
favorite way to unwind at the end of a long day, especially at
the end of a long week. Sometimes a lonely person came in,
a close or distant neighbor, or someone needing escape to a
place with delicious food, great service and a restful view over
the Milwaukee River to the city skyline. If that person was
in the mood to chat, Marie would have company. Sometimes
during the week Joe wasn’t too busy and she’d talk to him—or
listen more like it—but most of the time she enjoyed sitting in
the bustle of a thriving business within walking distance of
her house, indulging in a pleasant buffer between the hectic
work day and the emptiness of her home.

She’d adjusted pretty quickly to not being married, but
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going home to an empty house—even an empty house she
adored—still felt hollow and unsatisfying, though after the
trauma of her divorce, and the initial joy of her subsequent
freedom, she wasn’t looking for a replacement husband yet. If
she weren’t violently allergic, she’d get a pet. Pets loved you
no matter what, didn’t criticize, were always supportive, and
never left you for a younger version.

Halfway through her drink, while Marie skimmed arti-
cles in the business section, a dark suit sat down three chairs
away.

That guy. He was here often when she was, more predictably
on Fridays. She peeked around her paper for the enjoyment of
a surreptitious eyeful. He was delicious. Mid-forties, classi-
cally handsome, solidly built, with short salt-and-pepper hair
and dark brown eyes, very George Clooney-esque. Sometimes
he came alone, sometimes with a woman—seldom the same
one twice. Many times he didn’t leave alone, even if he came
in that way. Women fell with such regularity that Marie found
herself tempted to interview him and find out how he worked.
She imagined he lived somewhere in Brewers Hill, though
she’d never bumped into him anywhere but here.

She’d love to sign the guy up for her site, put his picture on
the home page, Look what you can find here, but clearly he
didn’t need help finding company. And if his behavior was
anything to go by, he was more into quantity than quality,
which wasn’t the type of man she’d foist on anyone looking
to date seriously. Like Candy, who insisted she was out there
for fun, but wasn’t, not really. Marie hoped she was having
fun with Ralph tonight.

Another sip of her drink and she sat, considering. How
about matching this man with someone who wasn’t looking to
date seriously? Like Darcy? He could be the lure Marie needed
to get Darcy to take a first step toward admitting she wanted a
serious relationship, too. She was much more firmly in denial
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than Candy. One way or another Marie would wear down her
defenses. After all, the urge to merge was basic human nature,
no matter what the level of commitment. Though clearly this
clone of George Clooney—George Cloney?—was more about
urge than long-term merge. At least until he met the right
woman.

He glanced her way, glanced again. Marie hid back behind
her paper. He was so fun to observe, she didn’t want to speak
to him. Especially because they were often here at the same
time; if they started now, one or the other would always feel
obligated to make conversation in the future. Sooner or later
on any particular day, some sweet young "un would walk in on
them chatting, and he’d excuse himself and move on to those
greener pastures. Marie could do without that humiliation,
thanks very much. Once with Grant was plenty.

But one of these days she wanted to be close enough that
she could at least hear his pitch. Though his targets didn’t al-
ways leave with him, Marie had never seen a woman respond
with anything but smiles and a readiness to talk, even briefly.
Was he able to read body language with uncanny accuracy
or did he have some deep instinct for who would match him,
even for a few hours? How did he know which women to
approach and which to leave alone? When to move in and
when to move on? When to sit tight and wait until the prey
approached him?

The guy was a master, and as someone for whom matching
people was an obsession, Marie was shamelessly fascinated.

Maybe there was something more to her interest. Some-
thing personal. He did remind her of Grant: his confidence,
his certainty in what he wanted and that he would get it. Grant
had swept Marie off her feet the same way. He’d walked into
the hotel bar where she was waitressing her senior year, hav-
ing returned to UW-Madison after four years of active duty
in the navy, to have a drink with the director of the ROTC
program, with whom he’d kept in touch.
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One glance at Marie and he’d turned on the charm, over-
whelming her with his interest, insisting he take her out, then
taking every opportunity to visit until she graduated. When
she got a job in Milwaukee, where he’d also settled, it had
seemed like fate. Now she thought any woman would have
done for him at that stage. That was how Grant operated. Back
from duty, time to get a wife, here’s one, good, check that off,
next task on the to-do list...

And then, somehow, ten years later, his checklist included
having an affair with a girl young enough to be their daughter.
Ironic since they hadn’t been able to have children, and Grant
hadn’t wanted to adopt. In retrospect, just as well. Who wanted
to put a kid through an unpleasant divorce? Not that there was
any other kind.

Fifteen minutes later, whaddya know, two women walked
in, late twenties, dressed to be noticed. A casual observer
wouldn’t have picked up on the way Mr. Cloney minutely
adjusted himself on his chair for the best view. Marie wasn’t a
casual observer. She waited, with all the patience and concen-
tration of a naturalist studying animal behavior in the wild.

The women ordered drinks, spoke in loud voices, squealed
with laughter. One glanced behind her friend at George,
glanced again, then a third time. He appeared not to register
her interest, taking a leisurely sip of his martini, of which he
never had more than two in an evening, at least that Marie
had seen.

He was implacably cool, yet, when he chatted up his prey
there had to be warmth, or he wouldn’t do so well. You could
fool some of the women some of the time...

The girl with her back to Mr. Cloney gave him a shy smile
over her shoulder.

“Hello.” His deep voice carried. No stupid line, nothing
suggestive in his tone, just a friendly greeting, acknowledging
her smile.
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“Hi.” The blonde’s blush was visible even in the low, warm
light. “TI'm Jill.”

The brunette swivelled to face him, giggling silently. “I'm
Maura.”

“Hi, Maura. Hi, Jill. I'm Quinn.”

Quinn. Marie nodded. She loved that name.

The girls put their heads together; the blonde nodded.

“What are you drinking, Quinn?” Tipping her head coyly,
the brunette extended her arm toward him, let her hand rest
on the bar.

“Gin martini. Extra dry with a twist.”

“Join us? We’ll buy your next one.”

“Only if I can buy both of yours.”

Marie had to stifle laughter. Nothing scintillating in that
conversation. Nothing cute, nothing enticing, no showman-
ship, and yet...Quinn was in once again.

He got up, moved closer, left one seat between him and
the brunette, not crowding them, keeping his own space to
himself. Brilliant. He struck up a conversation Marie wished
she could hear, but she’d bet it was casual get-to-know-you
chitchat. Where do you work, where do you live, how about
them Packers/Brewers/Bucks, and will winter ever end?

The closer she got to the bottom of her drink, the more
convinced she was that this man would be perfect for Darcy.
Too smooth, too polished for Kim. Kim would do better with
a sweet boy-next-door type. Once Candy figured out who she
was and what she wanted, her guy would come along, too,
someone earnest and kind, harboring an inner wild child.
But Darcy needed someone with as much confidence as she
had. Someone who’d let her be herself, but would never let
her walk all over him.

Marie dug her cell out of her bag and dialed, knowing
Darcy was at Gladiolas and wouldn’t pick up. Better that way.
If she spoke to her, Darcy would blow off the suggestion.
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But if Marie left a message to work on Darcy’s subconscious
before she brought it up again in person...maybe.

Marie grinned, waiting for voice mail to pick up.

Darned if she wasn’t as big an operator as Mr. Quinn.
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“Hi, JUSTIN, NICE TO MEET YOU. Come on in.”

Justin shook Marie’s hand, impressed by her grip. She
wasn’t what he’d expected. Her rich voice on the phone had
him imagining a broad-shouldered Amazon, not this intrigu-
ing mix of elfin and elegant. Small, plump, with short auburn
hair and scattered bangs above hazel eyes emphasized taste-
fully with makeup. She wore a stylish reddish-brown suit with
a silk scarf of beige, orange and yellow, the colors combining
to evoke pictures of a New England fall.

“Nice to meet you, too.” He stood looking around, hands
in his pockets, portrait of a brand-new dating client nervously
ready to put his ego on the line. He hoped the act was convinc-
ing. “Great office. Very inviting.”

“I'm pleased you noticed.” She leaned over her desk to
make a quick note in a folder—that he appreciated decor?—
and gestured to one of the two chairs in front of her desk.
“Have a seat.”

“Thanks.” He dropped into the comfortable chair, rubbing
his hands along his thighs, poor ill-at-ease dude who could
barely handle the stress of putting himself out there. “So, how
do we do this?”

He was having fun already. Not that he wanted the lovely
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Marie and the even-more-lovely Candy to be involved in
anything shady, but it was great to be back to the rush of an
investigation. Writing the computer book with Troy was a
good idea, a great career move, satisfying in many ways, but
not exactly a thrill ride.

“We ‘do this’ any way that makes you comfortable, Justin.
You and I can talk, or you can fill out paperwork, or we can
fill it out together. What do you think?”

“Well...” He shrugged lamely. “I'm okay talking.”

“Good.” She dimpled a smile, and instead of taking the
Interviewer Seat behind her desk, came around and settled
into the chair next to him. “That’s the way I like getting to
know our clients, t0o.”

“Do I tell you my life story?”

“I’ve got some of it here.” She opened his folder; he could
see part of the form he’d completed online with basic infor-
mation—name, address, marital status, brief romantic history.
“You're straight, college educated, nonsmoker, never married
but coming off a relationship in California. Would you mind
talking about it with me?”

Oof. He hadn’t planned on this. “No, not at all.”

“How serious was it?”

“More for me than for her.” He couldn’t help the bitterness
seeping into his voice. “When a job came open in Milwaukee
I knew it was time to cut ties and go.”

“You're a writer...”

“I was a journalism major, did technical writing and some
reporting on the side in California. Now I’'m writing a non-
fiction book with a friend and hoping to get back into the
print-media business as well.”

“Interesting career.” She made a note. Rating him on the
Great Catch vs. Loser scale? “How long have you been single,
Justin?”

“Oh...” He rubbed his hands together, not having to fake
the nerves and reluctance any more. Single? Calculations were
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hard, since as a couple he and Angie had been on-and-off and
off-and-on for the better part of a year since he’d met her at a
friend’s beach party. Finally last fall he’d left her apartment
swearing it was over for good that time, and though he got
suckered into one more night with her—saying no to sex with
Angie was a skill he took a while to master—he’d never felt
the same way about her again. You could only kick a dog so
many times. “About five months.”

“Five months.” Marie was watching him carefully, prob-
ably taking in more signals than he knew he was sending. He
unclenched his hands, which he hadn’t noticed were fisted
until Marie glanced at them. Bizarre interview, both of them
talking on one level while searching for a deeper, possibly
contradictory story lurking underneath. “And you feel ready
to move on?”

“I am ready to move on.” That much he could state firmly
and with absolute honesty.

“Good to hear.” Another note in his folder. “Are you
comfortable talking about why the relationship didn’t work
out?”

“You don’t pull punches.”

“No, I don’t.” She leaned toward him, eyes earnest. “This
is what sets Milwaukeedates.com apart from other sites. I
want my clients to find partners who can give them what they
need. If you don’t understand what you need, or keep reliving
destructive patterns by choosing and discarding the same type
of person, you’re going to have trouble finding happy-ever-
after. The best way to ensure future romantic success is to dig
into the whys and whats of past relationships and sort those
out before you meet someone new. This is why I always ask
this question, even though it can be difficult and emotional
to answer. That said, if you’re not comfortable with it, that’s
entirely fine.”

Justin nodded as if he were considering her words, keeping
his face blank while internal chemistry urged him to run far
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and fast. He’d thought he’d be able to walk into Marie’s office,
answer a few superficial questions, gather some evidence as
to whether she threw Candy at every first-timer, then get out.
He wasn’t expecting to have to eviscerate himself and lay his
entrails out for her inspection.

“The relationship didn’t work because...” He couldn’t say
she was a man-eater and [ was dinner, because it was more
complicated than that. Angie had been a beautiful, sexual,
vulnerable mess. She was a cheater and I was a sap didn’t
work either. He needed a more balanced and less angry sound
bite. “I was willing to commit to an exclusive dating arrange-
ment and she wasn’t.”

“She was seeing other men.”

“Compulsively.” Justin resettled in the chair, beginning to
perspire. He’d thought he’d be doing the investigating here.

“You think her behavior was beyond her control?”

“No. But it was her way of coping with baggage and avoid-
ing commitment. She was trying to fill a black hole of need
for reassurance that she was desirable and worthy of love.”

Marie sent him a sympathetic look that stopped short of
pity. “It sounds as if you have a good handle on the dynamic.
How long did you date her?”

He gritted his teeth. “Nearly a year.”

“Was she dating other men that whole time?”” Marie asked
the question as if she wanted to know what was available for
lunch, while he was using all forces at his disposal not to
writhe too obviously.

“I knew of one at the beginning. One at the end. I strongly
suspect there were others. Flirtations certainly.”

Marie pressed her lips together and let the silence settle for
several seconds. Letting him relax? Building more tension?
“Did you think that by staying with her you could save her,
Justin? Fix her?”

There it was, the sucker punch. He hated being dragged
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through this Dr. Phil torture. “I hoped...that what we had
would be enough, yeah.”

Marie let more time go by. Which probably meant he had
another killer question to look forward to. He relaxed his
diaphragm, made sure his hands stayed open.

“Do you think there was something you could have done
differently that would have affected the relationship’s out-
come?”

Boom. Marie knew her stuff. He felt like squirming in
his chair, the schoolboy asked the tough question in front of
the class, wanting to avoid answering at all costs. But he’d
come this far; he had to fight on to the payoff—when he was
matched up with Candy...or not.

He forced himself to consider her question seriously, to
think back carefully through a jumble of hot nights, cold
mornings, laughter, heartache, jealousy, passion...

“No.” He laced his fingers together, resting his forearms
on his thighs, not sure his current relief was from coming up
with an answer, or from finding a truth that freed something
inside him. “No, I don’t think anything I could have done
would have made us right for each other.”

“It doesn’t sound as if she was willing to stop and look at
her behavior.”

“It was all she knew how to be.” He tried to grin, but his
voice cracked, and only half his mouth seemed able to func-
tion. He’d spent months brooding over this relationship, and
in ten minutes Marie had gotten to the essence of why he was
right to leave it behind.

“Looking forward now.” Her voice was gentle. “You are
searching for someone who knows herself.”

“Yes.”

“Someone who wants a serious relationship?”’

“Not necessarily.” Justin rubbed his forehead. He’d never
been this rattled in an undercover situation. He’d met with
bank vice presidents, calmly requesting loans with collateral
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he didn’t have. He’d visited hospitals and funeral homes, pre-
tending to be a grieving relative. He’d shadowed people, staked
out homes and businesses, eavesdropped on conversations,
rifled through private filing cabinets—all with more poise
and cool than he was able to summon talking about women.
“I mean I’'m not looking to get married...”

“Why not?” The question was sincere, not challenging.

“Well, not soon.”

“Even if you meet the right person?”

“Uh...yeah, if she’s the right person. I guess.” He wanted
either to laugh or bellow in frustration. He’d lost track of
which were honest answers and which he’d decided to give
when planning this meeting. “I’'m not against getting married
in the big picture. It’s just not on my radar right now.”

Marie made a note. “So you're looking to meet someone,
with the possibility of marriage down the road.”

“Yeah. Sure. If it seems right.” Marriage? He’d come in
looking for a piece of Candy and was being offered a whole
cake.

“What would she be like, this person?”

Finally. Solid ground. He’d prepared for this. “Someone
honest. No head games.”

“Is appearance important to you?”

“Some. But it’s what’s inside that really counts, right?” He
wanted to cringe at his Boy Scout sweetness.

“We can’t help being attracted to some looks and turned
off by others.”

“Well, yeah. I mean, I am a guy.” He shrugged as if it were
the most obvious conclusion in the world. “I do want a woman
who cares about her appearance.”

Marie nodded. “Understood. Beyond the facade, do you
want a risk-taker? A homebody? What type?”

“A little of each. Someone happy to be alive, someone who
throws herself into each day, who’s grateful for what she has
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but works hard to get more. A woman comfortable with her
body, with a healthy attitude toward sex.”

“‘Healthy’ meaning...”

“Uninhibited. With a good appetite.” He winked, again
covering his discomfort. The best way not to get caught in a
lie was to tell as much truth as possible, but as he kept talking
about what he wanted, he kept seeing Candy’s face, not merely
as a target of this investigation, and kept having to tamp down
excitement he hadn’t felt in a while.

Which was nuts. He didn’t know Candy at all. She could be
a prime manipulator, using men to pad her friend’s coffers and
her own. He was out of his element, that was all—displaced
from his old home, not yet comfortable in his new one. Of
course he’d latch on to someone he could conceivably belong
with because belonging was something everyone wanted. Be-
cause he’d never belonged with Angie, no matter how much
he wanted her or how much he tried.

Half an hour later, hallelujah, Marie finally closed her
folder, apparently out of questions, leaving Justin drained, as
if she’d sucked out several pounds of his self. No wonder they
called psychologists shrinks. “What do you think, Marie, is
there hope?”

“Absolutely. Come see.” She reached eagerly for her lap-
top, eyes dancing. He stood next to her, found himself oddly
nervous as she logged on to the Milwaukeedates.com site.
“You’ll have your own username and password to look through
profiles, but I always start people off with a suggested match
since I know my clientele pretty well. Someone came to mind
when you were talking, and I thought you’d like to see her.”

“Sure.” Here it came, the moment of at least partial truth.
Had someone really “come to mind” or was she offering
Candy to all strangers?

“She’s fun, energetic, but a good solid person underneath.
Like you, she had a serious relationship that didn’t work out,
and while she wants marriage, right now she’s more interested
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in easing back into dating than in going for the perfect fit first
try. However, I guarantee if you hit it off, you’ll find she’s
strictly a one-man woman.” She pressed a few more keys.
“Let me pull up her profile.”

He held his breath. Five...four...three...two...one—

Candy. Dressed up the way she’d been the other night,
the seductress. Not proof yet, but another hint that all wasn’t
on the up-and-up at Milwaukeedates.com. If he hadn’t said
sexually uninhibited, he might have gotten the version of her
with the braid and the sensible shoes. If he said he liked strong
women, he could have been standing here looking at her pic-
ture in that overly masculine suit.

Instead of triumph, he could only manage grim satisfaction
mixed with disappointment. Apparently he hadn’t acknowl-
edged the part of him that wanted Candy and Marie and this
entire operation to be clean. Because...? He didn’t want to
explore further.

“What do you think?” Marie twisted to look at him. Justin
had apparently missed the window for a normal response to
the image.

“She’s gorgeous.” He gestured toward the screen, back on
script. “You're not going to believe this, but she lives across
the street from me.”

Marie’s face fell. “Oh, I am sorry. I usually check addresses.
I'll just—"

“It’s fine.” No way would he let Marie back out of this now
that he’d gotten her where he wanted. He reached over and
hit a button to enlarge the image. Candy’s sexy smiling face
filled the laptop screen. Sweet-hot innocence? Or a devious
diva preying on the lonely for profit? He wanted to find out,
more than was professionally appropriate. “In fact, it’s no
problem at all. I’ve been wanting to get to know Candy a lot
better.”
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CANDY SAT ON HER KITCHEN STOOL, staring at the bird clock
Grandma had bought a few years before she died, the one that
made different bird sounds every hour. It was three minutes
to mourning dove, when Justin would pick her up for their
date. Guess what, she hadn’t had to bake him cookies after
all; he’d called all by himself.

It did seem a little odd that he’d sign up for Milwaukee-
dates.com to invite her to dinner when he could have asked
her on the block, but maybe he wanted other female options.
Maybe he hadn’t really thought of her as dating material until
Marie shoved her in front of his face. Maybe he still didn’t,
but Marie had threatened him with certain death if he didn’t
go out with her.

Who knew? She didn’t. She didn’t even care right now.

Before her other dates, Forceful Frank and Sweet Sam and
Randy Ralph, she’d been upbeat, excited, filled with a sense
of purpose and fun, giggling the whole time she got dressed
as whatever person she’d be for that night.

Tonight she’d started off okay, but on her way to the bor-
rowed clothes hanging in her closet, she’d bumped her bedside
table and knocked over the silver-framed picture of her and
Chuck. Putting it right, she’d made the mistake of stopping to
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look at the snapshot. Chuck hadn’t liked being photographed
so it was a rare example, slightly out of focus, taken by Abi-
gail at a Brewers’ game. Chuck, in the act of rising from his
seat after a huge line drive toward right field, arms in the air
already celebrating the home run, mouth open in a victory
roar Candy could still hear in her imagination. Next to him
sat Candy, hands on their way to clapping, laughing up at his
joy.

She missed him. Thinking about Chuck had made the game
of Who Shall I Be Tonight? seem silly and shallow. Candy
should be going out with someone who’d be into her no matter
what she looked like.

Tonight she’d wanted to dress as a different character for
Justin, maybe try out Child at Heart, but Marie said she’d
shown him the Sexy Glamour Girl profile at Milwaukeedates.
com, and what he saw should be what he got. Truth in ad-
vertising. On subsequent dates Candy could tone down her
appearance if she wanted.

Yeah, okay.

Eventually Candy had roused herself from staring mourn-
fully at the photograph and made it to her closet for the eve-
ning’s outfit. She’d tried to enjoy stepping into the little red
skirt Abigail wouldn’t be able to fit into again for many more
months, tried to grin while brushing her hair into a side part
so she could execute the perfect mane-over-the-shoulder toss,
tried to giggle while adjusting her boob-crusher of a bra under
the scoop-neck stretchy white top. But by the time she stepped
into what Abigail called her “ho shoes,” bright red, open-toe
with silver stiletto heels, which would undoubtedly do their
best to pinch and freeze Candy’s feet, Candy was completely
out of fun.

Now, slumped at the kitchen counter in her Sexy Glam-
our Girl finery, ready to go out with another guy she didn’t
belong with, she felt like a first-grader in a beauty pageant:
ludicrously made over into someone she wasn’t meant to be.
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Why had she thought this was a good idea?

She let her chin drop into her hand, leg swinging back and
forth, bumping the stool next to hers. Bump. Bump. Bump.
One minute to mourning dove.

Maybe she should call Abigail. Except Abigail was escap-
ing winter in Jamaica at the moment and probably wouldn’t
appreciate having some fabulous dinner interrupted by Candy
whining about an ex-boyfriend she should have gotten over
by now. Or so people said—mostly Abigail, who was as sen-
timental about past relationships as a stapler.

Bump. Bump. Bump.

The sad strains of the mourning dove filled the quiet
kitchen. Whoo-ee ooh-ooh-ooh. Whoo-ee ooh-ooh-ding-
dong.

Justin. She moved to jerk her feet off the rungs of the stool,
caught a heel, and barely managed to slam fingers on the
counter before she fell on her face.

Darn it. She pressed a hand to her heart, trying to calm its
thumping, trying to swallow a silly rush of poor-me tears. He
was here; she’d have to make the best of the evening.

“Coming.” She tap-tapped to the front of the house, pulling
on her black sweater-coat, wishing she were wearing sweats
and sneakers. Deep breath and she opened the door, deter-
minedly bright smile superglued to her face. “Hi, Justin.”

She’d been planning to say more. A comment about how he
was so perfectly on time. A comment about how he’d picked
truly decent weather for their date, below freezing and dry.
Maybe a simple “nice to see you.”

None of it came out. Somehow since she’d last seen him,
Candy’s face-recall powers had turned Justin ordinary. She’d
dulled his eyes to flat brown, softened his lean, masculine
face, over-neatened his hair, grown his nose too large.

Surprise attraction punched her in the solar plexus; it was
hard to breathe and harder to look into those eyes. Deep,
lively, gaze-into-your soul eyes, boyish and Bambi, rugged



Isabel Sharpe 59

and Rambo all at the same time. The kind that could get her
to do to anything with one blink.

How could she have forgotten?

“You look very, very nice, Candy Graham.”

She pulled herself together. Sexy Glamour Girl wasn’t
rattled by anything as mundane as killer eyes. “You look
very nice, too, Justin Case. And you’re very on time.”

“No, I'm early.”

“Really?” Candy turned to lock the door. “My clock said
exactly seven.”

“Mom said every woman needs five to ten extra minutes
to fuss. She taught me never to show up exactly on time for a
date.”

“Ah.” Candy pocketed her key, wondering if she should
have played “not-ready-yet” when he rang the bell. Sexy Glam-
our Girls probably loved to keep their men on tenterhooks.
“Why didn’t you wait ten more minutes?”’

“Actually...” He glanced from her hooker shoes back up
to her eyes, stopping infinitesimally at the inflated wonders
she barely recognized as her own breasts. “I couldn’t.”

“Couldn’t...”

“Wait.” He smiled a slow smile, which made Candy wish
she hadn’t locked the door yet so she could turn away now to
hide her pleasure and confusion.

Instead, she hid it under an attempt at a smoldery smile,
suddenly less reluctant to tackle the evening as an overpumped
sex goddess. “It’s fine that you were ‘early.” I was ready.”

“You were.” He gestured to the shiny red sedan in her
driveway, engine still running. “Shall we?”

“Sure.” She moved forward; a sharp wind gust flung sting-
ing crystals at them from a nearby snowdrift. Justin imme-
diately crossed behind her, taking the wintry surprise attack
on himself.

Considering it probably felt like icicles flung from a cata-
pult to him and a cold tickle to her, he was very gallant. Chuck
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hadn’t been into the whole protect-the-woman thing. Candy
hadn’t minded—women could take care of themselves, thank
you very much—but this, yes, was nice.

“Thank you, Justin. The wind can get pretty frisky.”

“So I've learned.” He came around and opened her door,
stayed to help her in, which she thought at first was overkill,
but the combination of ridiculous heels and a teeny skirt did
make getting into a vehicle dicey business, and she ended up
grateful for his hand.

His car, some manly sport model, was heated to the point
where most of the moisture had left her throat by the time he
closed his door. “You must be looking forward to experiencing
a Wisconsin summer.”

“I hear it gets humid.”

She shrugged. “More than San Diego. Less than Florida.
It’s all relative.”

“True.” He backed out of her driveway, avoiding the snow-
banks crowding either side, and headed south toward Capi-
tol Drive. “I'm really looking forward to spring, though. My
first.”

“Your first! You’ll love it.” The idea of someone being
introduced to spring lifted her spirits. “It’s indescribable.”

“Try me anyway.” He tuned the radio to Milwaukee’s jazz
station, WJZI, and a gruff saxophone solo filled the car with
musical color.

“The crocuses show up first, purple and yellow miracles
after so much white and gray. Birds are suddenly in every-
where. You hear them singing even though the temperature
hasn’t changed yet, and you have no idea how they know it’s
time. Daffodils come next, and tulips. Those first inches of
green pushing through the earth are enough to bring tears
to your eyes. And the smell...” She leaned back in her seat,
stretched her arms forward and took in a long, searing breath
of overheated air, eyes flying open when the car veered to
one side and back.
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“Sorry. Sorry.” He turned right on North Lake Drive, which
meandered along Lake Michigan toward downtown. “You
were saying?”

“Oh. Yes.” She released her two-handed grip on the dash-
board. “Smells that were frozen all winter thaw, scents of earth
and grass and wind. The air softens into a caress instead of a
razor slice. It’s wonderful.”

“Wow.” He glanced at her. “I can’t wait to see and hear and
smell all that.”

“You will.” She wasn’t sure her description of the season
was very Sexy Glamour Girl, but she’d gotten carried away
wanting to communicate how special it was. Justin hadn’t
seemed to care that she’d abandoned the I'm-so-hot act.
Clearly he had more depth than Randy Ralph who’d gotten
itchy whenever a sentence lacked a double entendre he could
guffaw over.

By the time they were opposite the Milwaukee yacht club,
however, she was hot in an entirely literal way, and finally
gave in, stripping off her sweater coat, exposing more thor-
oughly the Boobs of Wonder. “You like it really hot, don’t
you, Justin?”

The car veered again; he swore under his breath. “Sorry.
Uh. I'm really sorry.”

“Ice?”” She peered at the road, which looked clear and dry
in the headlights.

“No, no.” He shook his head, chuckling. “Not ice. Mild
brain malfunction.”

“Ah.” She studied him in concern. Had he been drinking?
“You okay?”

“I'm fine. Really.” He met her eyes, his slightly sheepish.
“Before, when you stretched back with your eyes closed, I was,
um, watching you instead of the road. And just now when you
took off your sweater and asked me if I liked it hot...”

If Candy’s cheeks weren’t already flushed from inferno-
car, they’d definitely be so now. She attempted a sensually
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nonchalant pose, but Justin grinned wickedly and she couldn’t
help laughing, glad when he laughed with her. “Where are we
going for dinner?”

“Cempazuchi. You ever been?”

“No, but I’'ve heard raves. I love Mexican food.”

“This is Mexican from the state of Oaxaca, way south on
the Pacific coast, nearly to Guatemala. Supposed to be the
closest I'll get to Southern California here in town.”

“Or to Mexico.”

“Or to Mexico.” He laughed again, easily, relaxed and Cali-
fornia laid-back; his attitude made her calmer. “Troy swears
by it.”

“Troy is your book-mate?”’

“My roommate in college, now we’re writing the book
together, yeah.”

She tried to imagine Justin as a student. Had he been the
party type? The serious scholar type? She’d guess some-
where in between. “Must be nice knowing someone in a new
town.”

“It is. He grew up here, so he has lots of friends and knows
the city inside out. The perfect introduction to Milwaukee,
and a good starting place for building my own life.”

“You’re planning to settle here?” For some reason she felt
hopeful.

“I’ll stay while we’re writing obviously, then see how the
book does, whether the publisher will want more in the series.
Troy seems to think there will be more contracts coming, and
I’m optimistic enough to have bought the house. But by that
time I should have a good feel for how Milwaukee fits me.”

“How is it doing so far? Besides freezing you?”

“Not bad.” He turned away from the lake toward North
Farwell Avenue. “Except for college in L.A., I've always lived
in San Diego. I don’t know if anywhere else can feel like
home.”

She felt wistful for him. “I hear you. I've lived in Milwaukee
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all my life, minus five years in Stevens Point, where the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin has a campus.”

“Did you do a five-year B.A. or get a master’s?”

“Neither. I hung around with a secretary job, trying to figure
out what I wanted to do with my life. My then-boyfriend was
a year younger, so I stayed until he graduated.” She cleared
her throat, hoping Justin hadn’t noticed her voice thickening.
“Then my grandmother died and left me the house in Shore-
wood, so we moved in.”

“And figured out what you wanted.”

“I did.”

“Yes to the career, no to the boyfriend?”

She sighed. Sexy Glamour Girl would be a serial heart-
breaker, but Candy didn’t have it in her to lie about Chuck.
“The breakup was his idea.”

“I'm sorry.” He slowed as they approached Brady Street.
“I know how that feels.”

“From recent experience?”

“Pretty recent, yes. It doesn’t feel good.”

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. No, it never felt
good, and sometimes it seemed it never would again.

“When do I get to come to one of your parties?”

“Well...” Candy forced herself back to life, appreciating
his change of subject. “I’m doing an engagement party tomor-
row, a bachelorette party Saturday and a formal tea Sunday.
Would you like to go to that? Finger sandwiches and tiny
crumpets?”

“Uh, gee.” He cringed comically. “You know, it happens
that my white gloves are at the cleaners.”

She was even able to giggle. “Why don’t you hire me for
a party and come to that one?”

“There’s an idea. Hey, help me look for parking.” He
scanned the street on either side. “How about a book-launch
party?”

Candy blinked. A guy who could park and talk at the same
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time? Chuck always went grouchy and silent. “Absolutely a
book-launch party.”

“What would you do?”

“Let’s see...a book-shaped cake, of course, topped by an
edible photo of your cover. Around the room, fake quotes
from famous authors extolling your work, Shakespeare, Dante,
Mark Twain, Ernest Hemingway. Then small bites, spelled
bytes because it’s a computer book. Tiny pizzas that look like
CDs, little square sandwiches with letters on them arranged to
look like a computer keyboard. Then we could have licorice
cables connecting—" She turned from looking for parking.
“What is so funny? Wait, look there, someone’s leaving a
space.”

“Across from the restaurant? Toto, we are not in San Diego
anymore.” He pulled behind the exiting car and turned on his
blinker. “Have you done one before? A book party?”

“No. It would be fun though.”

He turned toward her, and in the dim car his eyes were
even more powerful than they’d been at her front door. Or
maybe she was just in a better frame of mind to notice. “I'm
amazed. All those ideas poured out of you, all great ideas,
and you didn’t even have to stop and think.”

“Oh.” Candy shrugged self-consciously. Brainstorming
party ideas didn’t seem amazing to her. “It’s how my mind
works.”

“Remarkable.”

“If you say so.”

“I do.” He pulled the car forward and gave a deep sigh.
“Oh, boy. Parallel parking on a first date, a serious test of my
manhood. Will you still respect me if I mess up?”

She pressed her lips together, shaking her head regretfully.
“I don’t know, Justin. A guy who can’t parallel park...”

“Uh-oh. Wish me luck.” He backed in at the perfect angle,
maneuvered parallel to the curb and gave her such a cocky
look she burst out in giggles and high-fived him. If Justin
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could make parking fun she was going to have a good eve-
ning no matter what. In fact, he seemed to be exactly what
she needed—a low-key, funny guy she could enjoy without
getting bogged down in expectations. This date could go a
long way toward making her feel she had a chance to belong
in the romantic world again someday.

“You are The Man.”

“I am.” He turned off the engine and winked at her. “Now
that’s settled, let’s go eat.”

Cempazuchi was bright and colorful, walls painted rich
shades of red, yellow and blue to match bold floor tiles of
the same three colors. Decorations hung on the walls: papier-
maché masks, woven hangings, demon heads and Day of the
Dead skulls. Bold Mexican rhythms played through the speak-
ers, making Candy’s feet itch to dance. The place looked like
a cross between a funky art house and an elementary school.
She loved it.

Almost as soon as they were seated at a table next to a
cheerful wall mural of a woman tucking a bottle of booze
into the saddlebag of an appreciative cowboy, a basket of thin,
crisp tortilla chips showed up alongside two types of salsa
that their efficient waitress explained were house-made: one
dark red and complex with chili heat, the other rich with a
spiced peanut flavor. Candy could have made a meal of those
alone. They ordered margaritas, which arrived on the rocks,
strong and fresh with real lime juice—no premixed base here.
Within four sips, she was feeling a buzz that was not caused
exclusively by tequila.

“So, Candy, how long have you been on Milwaukee-
dates?”

She put down her margarita carefully. He sounded odd
when he asked that. Or maybe it was the way he switched
gears from laid-back California to focused New York. What
was up with that? “Only a couple of weeks.”
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“It’s wild, isn’t it? I was kicking around looking at profiles
the other night.”

Her smile felt tight. Why shouldn’t he look around? That’s
what he’d paid for. She’d gone out with three guys already, it
was natural. “Shopping for humans.”

“Strange, but practical.” Was he looking at her more search-
ingly or was she imagining it? “I saw this one woman who
looked enough like you to be a twin.”

Dread soured her stomach. “Really?”

“Yeabh, it was striking. Do you have a sister?”” He was smil-
ing, jovial. She couldn’t tell if the tension between them was
coming from him, her, or both.

“Only brothers.” She could barely get her lips to move. She
wasn’t a liar, and this felt like lying, to a guy she liked and
wanted to trust her.

“Funny.” He seemed genuinely unconcerned; she felt like
she’d been force-fed rocks. “I could have sworn she’d turn out
to be related to you.”

“Nope.” She couldn’t tell him. Not yet.

“You signed up as a favor to your friend, huh?”

She picked up a chip, trying to decide which dip to choose
this time. “Not really.”

“You said you were dating around as a favor to Marie.”

“Oh, no, well...” Damn. She dipped the chip in the hotter
salsa and shoved it into her mouth, stalling while she col-
lected herself. She’d only said that about Marie to downplay
her involvement. “I’m definitely dating to find someone.”

“So the favor part...” He waited expectantly.

“I didn’t sign up anywhere else. I'm not trying to meet
men any other way, hanging out in bars or anything.” As if
she would. “I want to help Marie.”

“I thought you said her company was doing really well.”

“It is.” She frowned at him. “Is this some kind of inter-
view?”
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“Sure.” He grinned and relaxed against the back of his
chair. “Aren’t all dates?”

Candy shrugged noncommittally and picked up her drink
again. Had she imagined the weirdness? “I guess they are.”

“Applying for the position of boyfriend or girlfriend,
checking out the applicant’s qualifications, doing background
checks—”

“Sizing up the staff.”

His eyebrow arched. “How big do you think mine is?”

“Mmph.” Candy’s sip of margarita barely stayed in her
mouth.

“Sorry.” His easy smile melted most of her worries. She’d
probably created the awkwardness with her guilt, while he
was just making small talk. But this was a warning sign, one
she should take seriously. She’d talk to Marie first chance
she got. She didn’t want to hurt anyone or reflect badly on
Milwaukeedates.com.

The waitress came by and took their dinner order, offering
recommendations, steering them toward dishes that might
suit their tastes. Candy ordered a tortilla soup that arrived
brimming with chicken and vegetables flavored with lime.
Heaven. Justin had seviche, seafood marinated in lime juice
whose acids essentially cooked the fish, served in a stemmed
glass. The taste he offered was fresh, clean and salty with a
subtle chili kick. Next time she was ordering that. And the
soup again. And margaritas. And the peanut salsa, served in
a bucket.

Justin forked up his next bite. “Since you grew up here,
you have a lot of friends still around?”

“I do. From high school and a few from college. And
Abigail.”

“Abigail...”

“My best friend since fourth grade. She’s nothing like me,
but we’ve stayed close.”

“Different how?”
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“For one thing, she is model-gorgeous. And has this incred-
ible body, and sex appeal that—"

“Candy.” His seafood stopped halfway to his mouth; he
was looking at her intently.

“Huh?”

“Do you, in fact, have mirrors in your house?”

“Mirrors?” She stared at him blankly. “Uh, yes?”

“Did you happen to look in one of these mirrors before I
picked you up?”

“Oh, no.” She brushed under her nose, put a hand to her
hair, ran her tongue over her teeth. “What is it? What did I
miss?”

He put his fork down. “Either Abigail is a freak of nature or
your ideas of gorgeous and sex-appeal are completely off.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Seriously? This isn’t an act?”

“Justin, if you don’t tell me what you’re talking about I'1l...”
The only thing she could think of involved attacking him
somehow and that seemed like more fun than punishment.

“You’ll what?”

“I don’t know, I'm not the violent type. But something truly
evil.”

“Here’s a clue. If you’re the absolute opposite of Abigail
then she should be toothless, drooling and six hundred pounds,
with foul body odor.”

She blinked at him. He was right. She did have mirrors
at her house. She’d peered into several tonight and had seen
Sexy Glamour Girl’s reflection and knew she looked good, and
therefore what she was saying didn’t make any sense. Justin
probably thought she was fishing for compliments, though
he’d responded sincerely.

All she could say was that this vision before him wasn’t
her. This was clothes and makeup. Abigail...well being near
her could make Miss America insecure. “Thank you. You
have to meet Abigail to know what [ mean.”
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“I don’t need to meet Abigail. I have no idea how you could
have reached your ripe, young age and not have a clue how
hot you are. What was wrong with your boyfriend?”

Candy bristled, about to say “absolutely nothing,” but that
wasn’t a great thing to say on a date. “He was—"

Justin held up his hand. “Rhetorical question. I'm not ask-
ing you to defend him. And I'm sorry I derailed your answer
to my question.”

“No, don’t...it’s fine.” She hardly knew what to say. He
had identified the problem, apologized and wanted to move
on. Men she knew always bogged down the conversation with
their need to be right.

“Before I interrupted to comment on your devastating ap-
pearance, you were saying Abigail is your opposite.”

Candy forced her brain back on track, still confused, but
glowing from his compliments. “Abby grew up poor in a
house full of brothers and sisters. When she realized college
wasn’t for her and that her job prospects weren’t incredible,
she decided to hell with happy ever after, and went looking
for money. She married obscenely rich.”

“If you’re her opposite, then you're looking for true love
with a soul mate, wallet be damned.”

“Yes.” She expected him to make fun, but he waited calmly
for more of her answer. “I found him once. Seems greedy to
ask lightning to strike twice. But bottom line, yes, love is more
important to me in a relationship than money.”

“Good for you.”

She finished her soup, strangely shy. “How about you?
Have you ever been... Have you ever found it?”

“True love with a soul mate?” He shook his head. “Not
me. [ came close a couple of times, thought I was there when
I was in it, but in retrospect, no cigar. I'm not like Abigail
either, though. I'm still hoping.”

Candy nodded and finished the rest of her margarita, won-
dering if the woman who hurt him was the one he thought he
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loved, but reluctant to pursue the conversation. It didn’t feel
right talking about forever-after on a first date.

“Ready for another?”

“They’re strong...”

“I’'m driving.”

“Okay, you convinced me.”

He laughed, and she was struck by how easy it could be-
come to talk to him about pretty much any topic. He seemed
to take everything in stride: superficial, personal, bittersweet
or funny.

“What do you do when you’re not throwing parties and
driving men to distraction all over Milwaukee?”” He signaled
to the waitress just leaving the next table.

“Ha!” Candy gestured dismissively. “Thank you, but I don’t
really do the distraction thing that much.”

“No?” He clasped his hands on the table, eyes engulfing
her. “You’re doing it right now.”

Her mouth hung open in dopey surprise, thrills shooting
through her. Sometimes when men flirted she felt cornered
and defensive, like with Ralph. But not this time. Not at all.

She just hoped his attentiveness wasn’t primarily due to her
bra’s aerodynamic expertise. She’d like to think he had more
depth than that, and that she had more appeal than enhanced
cleavage.

“Hi there, can I get you something? Another drink?”

Justin turned to the waitress, leaving Candy alone in
her hormonal muddle. “We’ll have two more margaritas,
thanks.”

“Right away.” She collected their plates and empty glasses.
“How was everything?”

“Fine. Delicious.” He held his polite smile until she was
out of range, then leaned forward confidentially. “What would
happen if you really told her how everything was? Life, school,
job, love life, town, country, planet...”

Candy giggled, buzzing nicely on tequila, glad the moment
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of intensity that had hijacked her cool was over. The flirting
that practically knocked her over could merely be a reflexive
habit with him, as it was with plenty of men. One thing about
Chuck, he never said anything he didn’t mean, but that trait
was rare, she knew.

“Where were we?”” He put his forearms back on the table.
“I think I was complimenting you.”

“Outrageously. But you also asked about my hobbies.”

“Right.” He gestured a go-ahead. “Tell all.”

“I paint some, I design and sew clothes and costumes, I love
watching movies, hanging out with friends, skiing downhill
and cross-country, going dancing, out to eat, comedy clubs,
concerts, jazz clubs...what is so funny?”

“A couch potato, huh?”

“Oh.” She pursed her lips. “I love staying home, too. I mean
that’s what I used to do most nights when Chuck and I were
together.”

“Why, with all those things you enjoy?”

Hmm. How could she explain how she and Chuck com-
pleted each other? She hadn’t needed to be out doing some-
thing every night.

“I guess maybe I started to enjoy those things more after
we broke up.” That wasn’t right. She had indulged her hobbies
in college, too, before she and Chuck started dating. The truth
was she’d thrown herself back into frenetic activity after the
breakup because if she stayed home she’d have gone com-
pletely out of her mind missing him.

“I get it. He was the couch potato.”

“No, no, we did plenty of stuff together. Parties, out to eat,
out dancing.” She usually had to coax Chuck to go anywhere,
but he always did because he knew it would make her happy.
And since staying home made him happy, that was okay with
her, too. “It’s just that after he left, [ was... I don’t know, it’s
complicated.”
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“Here you go.” The waitress put down their second drinks.
“I’ll bring your food out right away.”

“Thanks.” Justin clinked glasses with Candy. “Here’s to
surviving breakups in whatever way works.”

She nodded, oddly moved. He understood what she felt,
and also got that she didn’t want to talk it through any further.
“What do you do when you’re not writing?”

“Ah.” He put his drink down, rubbed his hands together.
“That’s easy. I surf, hang out at the beach with friends, sit in
the sun and read, play with my band at a local park...”

Her uneasiness dissolved into laughter. “Uh-oh.”

“Time for some new hobbies, ya think?” He frowned off
into space. “I’ve shivered a lot, that’s been fun.”

“You’ll be native before you know it.” She smiled sym-
pathetically. “It takes time to put down roots in a new city.
I had no problem in college, but that extra year in Stevens
Point, after most of my friends had graduated, with Chuck still
studying, I felt cut adrift. It was great to come back home.”

“Tell me.” He leaned forward again; on cue, her insides
went a little nuts. “What city would you live in if the world
was your oyster?”

“Wait.” She pretended outrage. “It’s not?”

“It should be, but...”

Candy paused, organizing her thoughts. “The midwest fits
me. Milwaukee is a good-size city, not too big, not too small.
There’s a lot going on.”

“Here you are.” The waitress put down their plates, a steam-
ing mole negro over turkey for Justin and three duck tacos
on soft blue-corn tortillas served with a bowl of tropical fruit
salsa for her.

“I think you’d like Southern California.”

She thanked the waitress and folded a tortilla over the moist
filling. “Why do you say that?”

“There’s a sunny, laid-back energy there that you’d fit into.
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And sun. And it’s sunny. Because the sun shines there. Which
it doesn’t here. Ever.”

She could hardly swallow from the giggles. “Okay, okay,
Wisconsin is sun-challenged in the winter.”

“Ya think? How are your tacos?”

“Mmm.” She rolled her eyes orgasmically. “Perfect. How’s
yours?”

“Here. Pass your plate. Or hell, just eat this.” He cut a bite
and held it out to her. She didn’t hesitate, leaned over and
closed her mouth over the tines of his fork. Rich, complicated
flavors burst over her tongue.

“Oh, my goodness. I will never be able to eat Tex-Mex
again.”

He grinned triumphantly. “You would definitely like South-
ern California.”

“No, not me.” She put her hand to her chest, forgetting
about the push-up bra and for a horrified second she had no
idea what she was touching.

“Why not?”

“Because we midwesterners don’t adapt well to paradise.
Don’t you listen to Garrison Keillor?”

He laughed, loud and free, and she felt herself going giddy,
and not just because the margaritas were killer-strong. By the
time they finished the excellent meal he insisted on paying for
and made their way back to his car, Candy was floating even
higher. She’d had a great time. Justin was an amazing guy—
handsome, funny, sexy. Maybe he even believed in Valentine’s
Day, roses and chocolate, restaurant dinners and proposals on
bended knee.

No. There must be something wrong with him. There had to
be something. He was thoughtless, that was it. Self-absorbed.
He wanted a woman who would worship him. Or no, he was
charming as hell during courtship, but after commitment,
he’d say okay, that’s all the effort I'm putting out for you, then
he’d sit back and wait to be served. Or no, as soon as he was
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out of sight he’d be exactly this charming and flirtatious with
whatever other women came along. After all, he’d signed up
on Marie’s site. Who knew how many other dates he had lined
up?

Hmm. She could call Marie and ask, but Marie would
probably cite client confidentiality and not tell her. Candy
was left to find out about him on her own.

The night was clear, a rare event in January, and when
Justin’s man-car turned back onto Prospect, the moon was
shining brilliantly over the tree line, not quite full but on its
way. A beautiful accent to a wonderful evening, which Candy
didn’t want to end yet, but she couldn’t think of a way to ask
him to her house for coffee and cookies without making it
sound like, “Hey, let’s get naked!”

The drawback of dressing like someone who did that at the
drop of her skirt.

Justin pulled into his own driveway. “I’ll walk you home.”

She shook her head, as if it were the silliest thing she’d ever
heard, while her brain was thinking an involuntary Oh, how
sweet! “All fifty yards?”

“Lots could happen in those fifty yards. Mugging, dog
attack, frostbite...”

It was on the tip of her tongue to say, “no, no, it’s fifty
yards, I’ll be fine,” which she’d always done when Chuck
offered his mostly symbolic gallantries, but this time she
stopped herself. She’d let Justin walk her home. Maybe she’d
even find some platonic way to ask him in.

Fifty yards turned out to be long. Neither of them seemed
to be able to think of anything to say beyond an artificially
extended conversation about the moon. The farther they got
along her driveway, the more of Candy’s bubbles burst. How
many times had she walked this path to the back door, chatting
easily with Chuck after an evening out? Knowing that within
seconds they’d be inside together, comfortably at home.
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By the time they reached her door, she knew she couldn’t
invite Justin in, even for cookies. It was still too soon to switch
men.

“Candy, I had a great time.”

“Me, t00.” She summoned a smile, which he returned,
holding her gaze a beat too long, which brought on the hor-
ribly awkward moment where they were both thinking about
first kisses and whether one would or should happen tonight.
She hated that moment.

“Well, good night.” She stuck out her hand at the same
time he bent forward, so she ended up jabbing him in the
chest while his lips missed hers and landed on her nose.

Oh, God. Such a nice evening, then she’d gotten all morose
and botched the kiss for him—though it was nice he’d wanted
to give her one. Now he’d walk away and she’d go inside by
herself and start brooding all over again, full circle to the
mood she was in before he showed up.

“That didn’t work too well, Candy.” He was frowning,
hands on his hips, not shivering, even though the tempera-
ture had dropped, probably into the upper teens. “First-date
good-nights are even harder than parallel parking.”

Instead of saying something to help him diffuse the situa-
tion, she came out with a cross between an embarrassed laugh
and unintelligible words, which made her sound like an alien
under torture.

Help.

“I want to kiss you again.” He spoke with awe, as if he
hadn’t expected to want to kiss her the first time, and really
thought he shouldn’t be kissing her again, but he couldn’t help
himself. The combination was very, very sexy.

A touch of spring started thawing the winter of her discon-
tent.

“But hold still this time.” His eyes warmed with amuse-
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ment, his lips curved, lips that were firm, masculine and very
tempting.

“I promise,” she whispered.

He leaned in, hesitated a millimeter from her mouth, which
tingled in anticipation. She closed her eyes, past caring what
Sexy Glamour Girl should do.

The kiss was soft and sweet, over too soon, but left its
mark with a quicksilver trail down her chest to where really
good kisses should go. She stood still, savoring, knowing she
needed to open her eyes and say, “Well, thanks again for a
great evening” and go inside.

But when her eyes had made it open and she’d gathered
herself to step back, Justin made a deep, male sound halfway
between a sigh and a growl and kissed her again. More than
once. Serious kisses, deep and seductive, his solid arms hold-
ing her tightly.

Candy gave in and let instinct take over. It told her to kiss
him back, slide her hands under his jacket to explore his back
and shoulders, and to press her body against his, all of which
felt unfamiliar with him, but pretty wonderful. Pretty damn
wonderful.

Then an even more primal instinct started begging to be
heard, one which involved inviting Justin in as planned. Only
not for coffee. Or cookies.

Immediately, Candy started coming up with reasons why
that wasn’t a good idea. The new upstart instinct just as im-
mediately told her to stop being a chicken-hearted moron and
do it.

Justin pulled back, rested his forehead against hers, breath
unsteady. “Wow. [ didn’t expect... Candy, that took me totally
by surprise.”

She clung to him, fingers pressing into the hard muscles
of his upper arms, heart pumping as if she’d been running
sprints. “Me, too.”
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“It was nice.” He chuckled wryly. “Nice. Like eternal bliss
is ‘nice.”

“Really nice?”

“Really nice.” His eyes were so bright she half expected to
find circles of light on her own face if she looked in a mirror.
She’d bet hers were doing the same. “Candy, I'd like to come
in. For coffee or...something.”

So simple. One little word. Sure. Sexy Glamour Girl would
do this without blinking. He’d come in, they’d have coffee,
cookies, he’d kiss her again and they’d go upstairs and make
hay until the sun shone.

So simple. Sure.

Candy opened her mouth. “No. I'm sorry.”

She felt as surprised, then disappointed as he looked. She
simply couldn’t do it. No matter how passionately she’d kissed
him, and no matter what he thought she was trying to convey,
Candy wasn’t Sexy Glamour Girl. She couldn’t invite Justin
into a house she’d been carnal in so many times, in so many
rooms, with someone else she’d loved so deeply.

“Okay. I should get going. Thanks, this was great.”

Oh, no. Now he was becoming distant. And she was be-
coming miserable. She knew she had to get over Chuck some-
time, and Justin was the only man she’d met in the last year
that made her think she actually wanted to.

But not this. Not yet.

Justin backed up a couple of steps. “Thanks for the date,
Candy.”

“No, thank you. Dinner was wonderful.” She pasted on a
happy, happy smile. That was it? She wouldn’t screw him so
he was done with her?

The familiar pain and panic of loneliness and rejection
threatened.

Candy fought back. She was not going to dissolve again into
self-pity, not around this man, not around anyone ever again.
Sexy Glamour Girl would not care a fig if a guy suddenly
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blew her off, because with a flick of her manicured finger she
could beckon the next, since they were lined up around the
corner like taxis at a stand. In fact, if Justin left tonight with
no mention of seeing her again, that would be completely,
completely...

Horrible.

“Good night.” He was already turning to go. “See you
around the block.”

She gave a brisk, cheery wave, clenching her teeth, un-
locked her door, pushed inside, slammed it behind her and let
the tears go. Only a few. Only for a bit. There would be others,
plenty of them before there could be none. In her dating life
this was A Beginning, another baby-step part of getting over
Chuck and moving on. This was not anything like The End.

No matter how much it felt like it.



6

“SpaM, sPaAM, sPaM, SPAM. I feel like I'm starring in the Monty
Python sketch.” Justin pitched his voice into a shrill falsetto.
“‘Have you got anything without Spam in it?” Only I'm talk-
ing email, not breakfast.”

“Ha. Funny.” Troy slumped back on his couch, pushing at
his dark curling hair with both hands, eyes narrowed by fa-
tigue. They’d been working since noon in Troy’s living room,
Troy fussing over the chapter on peripherals, Justin finishing
the chapter on email. “Put that in somehow.”

“I’'m sure it’s been done.”

“Not by us.”

“True.” Justin stretched his arms over his head and yawned.
“How’s the printer hookup demo going?”

“It needs a break and so do I.” Troy set his laptop onto
his antique coffee table, already littered with pads, notes and
reference books. His house was modest, but in a nice area
of Whitefish Bay near the lake, furnished with care by his
interior-designer mom. His day job as the tech guy of a local
IT firm meant he wasn’t hurting for cash, and the generous
advance for their book didn’t cause pain either. Troy picked
up an empty coffee mug. “Caffeine or alcohol?”

“Dude, if I have a beer, I won’t be getting back to work.”
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“We’ve done enough.”

“Enough?” Justin quirked an eyebrow. “It’s not even mid-
night yet. And I'm starting to have some serious doubts about
the way we’ve set up this spam chapter.”

“I know, I know. Something’s not right. I can’t get my brain
to work today.”

Justin nodded. He’d noticed. Like when Troy had served
their first cup of coffee with a healthy splash of orange juice
instead of half and half. “What’s going on?”

“I slept like crap.”

“Yeah?” He hadn’t slept well himself. Candy had his brain
in a stranglehold. “Noisy neighbors? Too many burgers before
bed?”

“Debby called last night.”

Justin set his jaw so he wouldn’t let loose any of the words
gathering in his throat. Few things pissed him off like women
who threw men away, then wouldn’t let them go. His ex-
girlfriend Angie had been the gold medalist of that maneuver,
but Debby could easily win silver. “And how is the Divine
Ms. D?”

“She misses me.” Troy laughed bitterly, got up from the
couch and stalked into the kitchen, followed immediately by
his golden-brown chow mix, Dylan, and by Justin.

“Let me guess. Her latest man-victim didn’t work out.”

“Bingo.” Troy yanked open his stainless refrigerator door
and grabbed two bottles of Bass Ale. Dylan’s tail wagged.

“You’ve got to admit she’s consistent.” Justin reached for
his bottle, which Troy slid across the kitchen island. “Every
time she’s single, you are irresistible until the next idiot comes
along.”

“I told her not to call me anymore.”

“You told her that last time, too, man.” He saluted Troy
with his beer and took a long, cold swig. “Don’t you check
caller ID?”

“Yeah.” Troy looked sheepish. “I almost didn’t answer.”
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“Almost doesn’t win the prize.”

“I know, I know.” He shook his head disgustedly. “Everyone
has something he’s stupid about. She’s mine.”

“I finally got rid of Angie.” Justin took a guilty sip of beer.
Yeah, he’d escaped that frying pan, only to find himself play-
ing with Candy’s fire.

“But you had to move halfway across the country to do
it.” Troy took down a bag of corn chips from the cabinet next
to his granite sink and ripped it open. Dylan’s nails clicked
excitedly on the faux-hardwood floor.

“Almost true.” Too true. After breaking up with Angie,
Justin had succumbed to her seduction one night, managed
to stay strong and send her away on another night, swearing
he’d never let her close again, but Troy’s offer had represented
an opportunity to leave temptation in his dust.

“Almost doesn’t win the prize.”” Troy crunched a handful
of corn chips, reached for another, cheerfully inhaling calories
his triathlon-trained body wouldn’t even notice. “Debby lives
ten miles away and works only two miles away.”

“We should have swapped houses. Me here, you in Cali-
fornia.”

Troy passed the chips to Justin. “What is it about women
like that? They take possession of our brains.”

“Not all men. Just men like us.”

“Well, that’s depressing.” He went back to the refrigerator
and stared at the contents alongside Dylan. “How come there’s
no book called Men Who Love Too Much?”

“What guy would admit it?”

“Good point.” Troy rummaged in the meat drawer, pulled
out some summer sausage and sharp cheddar. “Hey, didn’t
you have a date last night?”

“Research.”

“Oh, by the way, I called Brian, my friend at the Journal-
Sentinel. He'll feel his boss out on your dating-site scandal,
and if there’s interest, he’ll put you in touch.” Troy pulled a
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serrated knife and a cutting board from a drawer next to his
dishwasher. “What did you find out from Candy?”

“Inconclusive.” Her initial answers hadn’t done anything
to allay or confirm Justin’s suspicions, and then under the
influence of tequila and Candy, he’d found himself having
more and more fun and caring less and less about the story
until he’d dropped it entirely from the evening’s agenda. What
kind of professional journalist did that make him?

A pretty lame one. If he wanted to land that first freelance
gig in Milwaukee he’d need to push harder, not let her get
away with a few evasive answers.

“Guess you’ll have to take her out again, huh?” Troy
smirked, cutting the sausage into thick slices. Dylan let out a
muted moan. “Tough job.”

“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”

“No?” Troy looked at him sharply. “Why, she’s scary?”

That was an understatement, but not the way Troy meant
it. “More like dangerous.”

“Uh-oh. You like her.”

“I shouldn’t mix dating with an investigation. For her sake,
too, though she seems like she could handle herself in any
situation.”

“You really like her.”

Irritation flashed, which Justin knew from growing up with
a psychiatrist mother meant Troy had hit a nerve. Justin wasn’t
going there. Not willingly. “But you're not investigating her,
Troy. Why don’t you sign up on Milwaukeedates.com and see
if Marie matches you up with Candy, too?”

“Me go out with her?” Troy eyed him suspiciously.

“Sure, why not?”” Justin found himself gritting his teeth.
He could think of many ideas why not, but at least Troy was
a known quantity who wouldn’t put moves on a woman he
knew Justin was...intrigued by. Whereas, who knew where
Candy was tonight and with whom, as which personality?

He loosened his jaw. What Candy did with her time
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shouldn’t bother him. Not after a single date. Justin had al-
ready fallen into the trap of mistaking one really good time for
the beginning of stronger feelings; he’d already wasted pride
and energy chasing after a woman who couldn’t be caught
by one man for any length of time. He wasn’t ever doing that
again. If nothing else, the sickening sight of Candy in four
completely different profiles up on the Milwaukeedates site
should have been enough to cure him of any attraction. What
game did she think she was playing?

She played it well. She played him well. But there was
a name for women who dated around professionally, and it
wasn’t Happy Ever After.

And yet, there seemed to be a core of sincerity and humil-
ity under Candy’s fire and sexuality, which Angie had been
missing.

“Are you kidding? Me sign up for online dating?” Troy held
the knife up, ready to start slicing cheese. “I'd rather sign up
for a colonoscopy. At least the medical technicians are honest
about what they’re going to do to you.”

Justin rolled his eyes. “Two reasons. One, you’ll help me
test my theory about the place, and two, it will give you some-
thing better to do than sit around wanting to kill yourself over
Debby.”

Troy snorted, piling slices of cheese onto slices of summer
sausage. Good Wisconsin food—a miracle any resident made
it past the age of fifty. “I have a better idea. Have people over
one night. I'll invite a few friends, you can invite Candy, and
I’ll chat her up and see if I can spot any BS.”

“Why are you a better judge?”

Troy sent him a look. “Because my brain won’t have lodged
behind my zipper the way yours obviously did last night.”

Justin couldn’t argue. Not only had he ditched trying to re-
search the story, but when Candy had lingered in her driveway
at good-night time, those incredible brown eyes so sensual
and expectant...what could he do?
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Yeah, what? Maybe shake the hand she offered and leave
it there? But around a sexy, beautiful woman, he’d turned into
typical putty. He had to kiss her. But only once, one good-night
kiss and that was it.

Right.

Even then, he could have stayed out of serious trouble if the
run-of-the-mill peck on the lips he anticipated hadn’t turned
out to be so soft and so sweet.

Even then, he might have had the strength to leave if she
hadn’t stayed still, eyes closed, full lips parted, practically
begging him to kiss her again. Even her breasts seem to be
reaching for him. What kind of man could walk away from
that?

One who could control himself around women hot enough
to bring spring to an entire city. Thank God she’d put the
brakes on when, in hormone-induced insanity, he’d invited
himself over. Though fantasies about what “coffee” with her
would have been like kept him awake most of the night more
effectively than the real thing.

“Hello? Anyone home?” Troy was waving a salami/cheese
stack at him. “Too much Candy before bedtime?”

“Ha ha. I was thinking over your plan. To have a party.”

“Oh, yeah, right.” Troy nodded in exaggerated agreement.
“That’s exactly what it looked like you were thinking about.
‘I lo-o0-ve Troy’s plan. I re-e-e-eally love Troy’s plan. I am
so-0-o0 hot over Troy’s plan, that I can’t even keep my mind
on—""

He broke off laughing, dodging cheese Justin hurled at
him.

“Okay, Troy. I lo-0-ve your plan. What night works for
you?”

Troy picked up the cheese from his spotless floor and tossed
it to Dylan, who caught it in his mouth. “Gee, I'll check my
busy social schedule and get back to you. Pick any night, dude.
Friday, Saturday, Sunday, Monday—"
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“How about Wednesday?”” Four more days. In the mean-
time, when he wasn’t working on the book, he’d keep trying
to convince Troy to sign up for Milwaukeedates.com. And
he’d check out more online profiles to see if any other women
appeared to have more than one version of themselves avail-
able, maybe contact some of the men on the site to see what
their experiences had been so far.

Wednesday when he saw Candy again, he’d be safely sur-
rounded by other people so he could keep his brain out of his
pants, as Troy politely put it, and see how she behaved, maybe
get Troy to ask her more about this “favor” to Marie she was
reluctant to discuss with him, see if she’d try to sign Troy up
for the site, or if she mentioned other friends who might be
involved.

In short: he’d focus on the story, not on the woman.

Simple, right?

Sure. Like running one of Troy’s triathlons. He’d lace up
his discount-store sneakers and go.

MARIE SAT IN HER USUAL SPOT in the Roots Cellar; the only
patron at the bar that early, though a few of the tables were
occupied. She was enjoying one of those delicious early signs
that spring was actually going to show up some month—
daylight still in evidence through the glass wall at the far end
of the room. Milwaukee’s skyline across the river, modest by
big-city standards but beautiful to her native gaze, remained
visible. Could warmer temperatures and melted snow be far
behind?

Unfortunately, yes, they could.

Her cell rang; she took a hurried sip of her martini—gin
with a twist in honor of Quinn’s favorite—before she dug
out her phone. Invariably a call at this hour, shortly after
five, meant trouble at the office. Friends knew to call later in
the evening when Marie had had time to shake off the day’s
pressures and relax.
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It was Candy.

“Hey, woman.” She smiled with relief. Even if Candy was
calling with a problem, she’d be reasonable about any pro-
posed solution, unlike some of Marie’s pricklier clients. “How
was your date with Justin last night? I've been dying to know
of course, but didn’t want to be nosy. Or at least admit how
nosy I am.”

“It was... Oh, gosh.”

Marie’s left eyebrow rose. Oh, gosh? Was that bliss or an-
guish? Funny how sometimes there seemed to be a fine line.
“Good ‘oh, gosh’ or bad ‘oh, gosh’?”

“Both ‘oh, gosh.”

“‘Oh, gosh’ indeed.” Marie frowned at her Roots napkin.
Candy had to be really rattled not to launch into her usual
chatter. “Tell me more.”

“Well.” She sighed. “I mean it was great. He was great.
But then at the end he wanted...he kissed me, really, really,
and then he left after no.”

Marie narrowed her eyes, trying to make heads or tails of
that one. A great time followed by a good-night kiss? Sounded
like first-date perfection to her.

“Okay, but—" In her peripheral vision she saw Quinn
reaching the bottom of the stairs, in jeans today with a casual
shirt. Second time she’d seen him in as many visits. If he sat
at the bar as he usually did, they’d be the only two there. She
forced her attention back to Candy. “I’m missing the bad ‘oh,
gosh.””

“The leaving part.”

“You didn’t want him to leave? The date wasn’t over?”

“He invited himself in. I almost said yes.”

Marie’s eyes shot wide; she let out a blast of laughter. “Way
to go, Candy!”

“But I didn’t. And he left.”

Marie couldn’t stop grinning. She’d suffered watching
Candy clinging to a relationship with Drippy Chuck, trying
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to please him by tamping down every fabulous internal fire
she had. After the breakup, Marie worried Candy would
never get over him, or worse, that Chuck’s next victim would
rebel against his control, he’d come oozing around again and
suck Candy back into the suffocating safety of being what he
wanted her to be.

Having escaped her own disastrous marriage, Marie had no
trouble recognizing guys who wanted their girlfriends/spouses
only as reflections of their own self-perceived glory. Which
was one reason Quinn intrigued her. Instinct kept telling her
he didn’t quite fit the mold. “What matters is you considered
having sex with someone. Even better, you wanted to. At the
same time, you recognized it was probably too soon with this
guy and you stood your ground. I am so proud of you.”

“Oh.” Candy sounded doubtful. “I didn’t think about it that
way.”

A few chairs down from her, Quinn sat and greeted Joe
the bartender. Marie couldn’t not notice him; he had that
kind of magnetism. Same as Darcy. The two of them would
spontaneously combust just being in the same room.

“There are all kinds of reasons he could have left abruptly.
Doesn’t necessarily mean he doesn’t want to see you again.
Maybe he was embarrassed, or reliving some other rejection.
Remember he put himself out there asking to come in.”

Quinn’s head swivelled toward her; Marie bit her lip, re-
minding herself to speak more quietly. Candy wouldn’t want
her date discussed all over town.

“He didn’t mention seeing me again.”

“How did the rest of the date go?”

“Fabulous.” Candy sounded distinctly dreamy. Take that,
Chuck. “We had such a good time.”

“Did he flirt?”

“Yes, but not insistently. I mean I was surprised when he
asked to come in. I think he was, too, actually.”
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“Good.” Marie nodded firmly at her drink. All good news.
The “oh, gosh” belonged in the positive column.

“Oh, but at one point he said he’d been online and saw
another woman who looked enough like me to be a twin. I
nearly passed out.”

Marie made a dismissive noise. “None of his business.”

“But I felt really dishonest and kind of creepy.”

“You are approaching the dates with him honestly, right?
Open to whatever feelings develop?”

“I guess...”

Marie rolled her eyes. Candy was practically climbing into
the phone tonight after being ho-hum about all her other dates,
and she still wouldn’t admit how much meeting Justin excited
her. Damn the Chuck Syndrome. “You’re being honest in all
the ways that concern him. As for him leaving abruptly last
night, put yourself in his place. He’s in a new town, maybe
he left a girlfriend behind...”

She paused, hoping Justin had filled Candy in so Marie
could mention the relationship without breaching client con-
fidentiality.

“He implied a woman had dumped him recently.”

“There you go. We’ll assume he had a tough ending to a
tough relationship. Last night he had a great time with you,
but maybe he went further than he meant to, or maybe he felt
particularly vulnerable to rejection. Either way, when you re-
fused him he was off balance. Hard to keep cool when you’re
crazy hot for someone.”

Candy giggled. “He did seem into the kissing.”

“I’ll bet he had wood the size of the Washington Mon-
ument.”

Quinn glanced over sharply. Marie cursed silently and low-
ered her voice further. His hearing was entirely too good.

“Give the guy a break and don’t assume you know what
he’s feeling. I bet he’ll call. Or if he doesn’t right away, after a
while you can call him, or do something completely neighborly
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and unthreatening like...I don’t know, take over brownies to
welcome him to the block. Something like that.”

Candy snorted. “What is it with the baking? Abigail said
the same thing.”

“Way to a man’s heart. Stomach, then zipper.”

Quinn chuckled. Marie turned and met his eyes, sending
a firm butt-out message. Did the guy have bionic hearing? To
her shock, he winked, which completely ruined her indigna-
tion because she blushed hydrant-red, impossible to hide with
her fair skin. Score one for bionic hearing.

“This whole dating thing is so confusing. Everything was
easy with Chuck.”

Marie turned deliberately away from Mr. Hottie. Yes, easy
with Chuck because Candy didn’t have to—or wasn’t given
the chance to—think for herself.

“I understand. But if you can stand a little advice from Aun-
tie Marie, remember, this is only the first guy you're attracted
to after Chuck, and there are lots and lots of fish swimming
around Milwaukee. Take your time, date around, get a feel
for what’s out there, how different men behave toward you
and toward your various personalities. You have the power
to choose the one you want, remembering that what seems
familiar may not always be good for you, and that hormones
aren’t the best judge of a mate, either. You deserve some pure
fun after what you went through last year, so concentrate on
lightening up and flying free for a while.”

“I will.” The smile was back in Candy’s voice, which had
been uncharacteristically flat without it. “I feel much better.
I’ve been sitting here a complete mess, and now I'm ready
to work on penis-shaped cookies for the bachelorette party
tomorrow.”

“See? That was all you needed, to work on—" She peeked
at Quinn, who was staring unconcernedly ahead, but could
probably hear her eyelashes when she blinked “—those cook-
ies. I bet you anything he’ll call. But if he doesn’t, it’s not the
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end of the world. You’ll go on to lure many more men into
your...life.”

“Thank you.” Candy seemed to be melting with relief. “I
so needed to hear all that. I almost feel sane again.”

“No problem, honey. Take care.” She clicked off the phone
and tucked it into her purse, feeling awkward now that her
illusion of privacy had been breached by the interaction with
Quinn. Expectation hung in the air that something about that
brief connection needed to be acknowledged. Maybe it would
be a good idea to start chatting, feel him out to see if he’d be
as good for Darcy as Marie suspected.

“I'm sorry for eavesdropping. I wasn’t trying to, but a few
key words jumped out.”

Ta da. Marie had been saved the trouble of an opening,
though she was well aware that if a babe had been around,
his opening shot would not have been lobbed to Marie.

“Hard not to hear when it’s so quiet tonight.” And when you
have the hearing power of a cat. She smiled her professional
smile, the one she used to welcome prospective clients.

He moved one seat closer and leaned toward her, hold-
ing out his hand. “Quinn Peters. I've seen you here a few
times.”

“Marie Hewitt.” She shook his hand. Peters. She liked the
name. Quinn and Darcy Peters. Very nice. Though before she
found a way to trick Darcy into a meeting, she’d have to get at
something deeper than his need to chat up younger women.
“Yes, I love this place. Great atmosphere, drinks and food.”

“You live nearby?”

“Not far. You?”

“Not far.” He raised his glass toward hers. “I see you have
excellent taste in beverages.”

“Thank you. Though I only drink gin when the mood
strikes.”

He gazed at her as if she was the most fascinating person
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he’d encountered all week. “What mood makes Marie crave
a martini?”

Oh, he was good. An innocent question, asked in a perfectly
straightforward manner, but with a deep seductive voice and
vivid brown eyes full of mischief. Even Darcy would have a
hard time resisting, and she could resist almost anything. With
the bizarre and compulsive exception of potato chips.

“Exhaustion.” She smiled demurely. He wasn’t going to get
her flirting; with women his own age, he was doubtless just
going through the motions. “Long tough day.”

“What’s your business? Or your pleasure?”

Marie kept a straight face. “I own a dot-com company.
You?”

“I’'m an investor.”

“Stock market?”” She hoped not. Adrenaline junkies made
draining partners, and Darcy needed ballast in her life.

“Businesses.”

Perfect. A private-equity investor. That would explain the
expensive suit some days and jeans the next, plus his presence
in the bar at hours when most working stiffs were scrambling
to finish late days at the office or still commuting. Marie could
assume he was independently wealthy, great for Darcy whose
restaurant was currently booming, but with the whims of cus-
tomers, tastes and trends, that could change all too easily.

“Are you a Milwaukee native?” She sipped her drink, ap-
pearing unconcerned whether he answered or not. She needed
to walk a line, finding out as much as possible without padding
his ego by seeming interested in him herself.

“Born and bred.”

“You don’t sound like one.”

“Mom was Canadian, Dad is from Chicago. I inherited
their lack of accent.”

“So you did.” Over his shoulder she saw a trio of dark-
haired thirtysomething women dressed to kill coming down
the stairs. If they sat at the bar, she wouldn’t have much more



92 Turn Up the Heat

time to dig into Quinn; she’d have to wait until she could catch
him alone again, and who knew how long that would take.

“Where did you grow up, Marie?”

“Glendale. UW-Madison for college, then back here. A
real Wisconsin girl.”

The women settled on the other side of Quinn. He glanced
over and obviously did his charm thing, because all three
broke into wide smiles.

Irritation prickled Marie. Had he even heard her?

She took a calming breath, telling herself that this man
and his young women had nothing to do with her ex and his
young woman, and nothing to do with her.

Quinn turned back. “UW-Madison, huh. What did you
study?”

“Psychology.” He’d heard. Point in his favor. But if he
stayed true to form, he wouldn’t want to talk to her much
longer. She’d need to find out as much as she could, then find
a graceful way to release him for the evening’s pursuit.

“What kind of dot-com does a psych major start up?”

“Milwaukeedates.com.” The familiar combination of pride
and vulnerability flooded her. Pride at what she’d accom-
plished, vulnerability from many married years of being told
she wouldn’t accomplish anything. “The city’s finest dating
service. Are you single?”

If she could get him to sign up, it would be all the easier to
send him on a date with Darcy. Once Darcy saw his picture—
well, who could say no to George Clooney?

“I am single, yes.” Bitterness tugged at his voice and the
corners of his smile. Aha. Burned? That would explain the
current trend of romantic channel-surfing. More importantly,
it would mean he’d been able to love at least once, and could
be able to do so again with the right woman.

“Are you interested in signing up? I screen all my clients
personally.”
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“So I'd be screened by you personally.” He quirked an
eyebrow. “That sounds pretty tempting.”

She refused to blush this time. “I was referring to any
woman you’d be dating, but yes, we’d have an appointment
to talk before you could look over profiles.”

“Hmm.” He lifted his glass, looking at her over the rim as
he drank. “Are you a client on the site?”

She wished he’d cut the reflex flirting; it was a waste of
energy for both of them. “Of course not.”

“Too bad.”

“I'm sure I could set you up successfully.” She sent him a
saccharine grin, unable to resist a dig on behalf of women in
their prime. “Though you seem to do fine on your own.”

He nearly spat out his sip. ““You’ve been keeping track?”

She shrugged, hiding her satisfaction. So busted. “Analyz-
ing male/female interaction is part of my job.”

“And what did your analysis of me reveal?”

That you can get laid as often as you want. “That women
respond positively to your confidence and friendliness.”

“Hmm.” He obviously wasn’t sure what to make of a woman
who was on to his tricks and didn’t fall for them. Which would
describe Darcy, too. The key to hooking a guy like this was
not to behave like all the other women he collected and threw
out indiscriminately...to cover his pain? She still hoped that
was the reason.

“In fact—" Marie gestured subtly to the women behind
him, hiding her contempt this time “—feel free to attend to
business now.”

His eyes narrowed. “What makes you think I'd rather talk
to them?”

She laughed, trying not to sound bitter. Because they’re
young and beautiful, I'm just this side of forty and you're a
man? “Just a hunch.”

“Au contraire. We're both regulars, I'd like to get to know

E)

you.
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“That’s sweet.” She resisted rolling her eyes. Spare me the
charity flirt, buddy. “I have to get going anyway. But it was
nice to meet you.”

His smile was forced. “Nice to meet you, too, Marie. Hope
to see you again.”

“I'm sure you will. Have a good night.” She threw money
on the bar, grabbed her coat and hopped down from the stool,
relieved to manage a graceful exit.

Outside the cold air felt wonderful on her overheated cheeks
and she blew out a misty breath of release and relief, snuggling
into her favorite red coat. The sky above was darkening to
navy; fading light still glowed in the west. She forced herself
to slow her steps and her need to put distance between herself
and what had just happened as quickly as possible.

How long before the post-divorce emotions would leave
her alone? Six years wasn’t long enough? Ironic if Candy got
over her obsession with Drippy Chuck and into a new, healthy
relationship before Marie could thoroughly process the be-
trayal and dissolution of her marriage. Apparently a degree
in psychology didn’t guarantee you could find answers to all
your issues.

One thing was sure. If she was going to move forward with
the idea of screening Quinn as a possible match for Darcy,
she’d need to erect much larger barriers to protect herself from
her past.



7

SNow. SERIOUS sNOw. Absolutely no one was in the mood for
a storm like this in early February, but everyone knew more
than to think he or she could escape the month without one.
Or two. Or more. Candy was shoveling her front steps in her
favorite winter-protection outfit: bulky, fabulously warm boys’
size-sixteen snowpants that made the swishy sound she re-
membered from childhood when she walked, and which made
her legs look like overstuffed sausages. Over that, her puffy
old down parka, which she’d kept for running the snowblower
so her newer coat wouldn’t smell like engine fumes, heavy
black boots suitable for hiking in the Arctic—not exactly
feminine, but they’d never failed to keep her feet warm; a
wool scarf wrapped around her neck inside her parka and a
fleece scarf wrapped over her head and again around her neck,
to make sure no flakes could find their way down her collar.
On her hands, thick, waterproof mittens, and voila, her body
stayed warm not only from its layers of protection, but also
from the exertion of pushing the snowblower and shoveling
other areas the machine couldn’t reach. Nothing felt as cozy
and smug as being out in horrible weather suitably dressed.
With the possible exception of being home in bed with a man
she loved while the storm went nuts outside.
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But she no longer had that option, so why bother torturing
herself with the memories? She should instead be looking
forward to when she could do it again. Even if it might not
be quite the same.

Snow was still falling, but barely; the storm had all but
passed. Streetlights had come on, other neighbors were out
clearing their driveways and sidewalks, few cars ventured onto
the street. It was one of Candy’s favorite winter times—clean
and peaceful, snow-muted sounds making the block feel small
and intimate.

While enjoying this winter wonderland, she was also trying
very hard not to peek at Justin’s house. Silly, because the effort
had become similar to telling someone not to think about an
elephant in a sparkly pink tutu. Pretty much impossible. Candy
hadn’t heard from Justin since their date four days ago, not
that she’d expected to. Well, she’d sort of expected to. That
is, she’d hoped to. Barring that, she’d at least hoped to bump
into him so they could chat without anyone having to pick up
a phone. But nothing. Maybe he was away?

He was home. She knew because her thoughts had just
conjured him to appear at his front door, blinking like a mole
emerging into sunlight. Or a Californian emerging into the
vestiges of a Wisconsin snowstorm. Candy reacted rationally
and maturely by whirling away to attack the icy mess the city
plow thoughtfully deposited at the base of everyone’s driveway
when it passed.

Ten seconds later, she had the good sense to be embarrassed
by her instinctive duck and cover, when she’d been handed the
perfect chance for a friendly hello. She straightened resolutely
and turned again toward Justin. He appeared to be trying to
reach his mailbox from his front door without stepping out
into the snow. Was he in bare feet? Socks? Slippers? Didn’t he
own boots? She couldn’t tell. But she could see that he took a
big chunk of mail from the box, reaching with one hand, the
other clinging to the door behind him. She held her breath,
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praying he wouldn’t fall, half hoping he’d turn and notice her,
half hoping he wouldn’t.

He did. She knew because his body stiffened, staring in
her direction, and she knew because her adrenaline was off
and racing. Did he recognize her Michelin Man silhouette?

“Hi, Justin.” Her voice was flattened by the snow. She
pushed back her scarf and grinned widely. “Isn’t it beauti-
ful?”

“It’s...something. Definitely, something.”

Poor man, born unable to appreciate the majesty of winter.
“Do you—"

“Enjoy it.” He lifted his arm in salute and backed into the
house.

...need help shoveling?

Ouch. She stood staring at his closed front door. He had
kissed her as if he never wanted to stop, hadn’t he? Same guy?
Only a few days earlier?

Marie was right. There were lots of other fish in the Mil-
waukee sea. Candy just wished she hadn’t gotten so fixated
on this one.

So. It was over. Over! From now on she’d leave Justin Case
entirely alone.

THAT WAS NOT HOW HE WANTED his latest encounter with Candy
to go.

Justin stared at his armful of mail, brain groggy. When
was the last time he’d picked it up? Forget mail, when had he
last eaten? Slept? The chapter on email, due at the publisher
the next day, had taken over his brain. He and Troy had wor-
ried they weren’t on the right track, and after consulting each
other and their editor, they’d decided to switch format and
emphasis. Less on how spammers formulated their pitches
and harvested addresses, and more on how to avoid clogged
in-boxes, hijacked computers, identity theft and how to deal
with those messes if avoidance came too late.
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In short, a major rewrite for Justin, and new demos for
Troy to work out for the ebook version, new links to finesse.
They couldn’t afford to make any mistakes now that would
snowball—to use an appropriate seasonal metaphor—into
later and later deadlines for subsequent chapters.

Which meant he’d needed everything in him just now to
keep from running across the street to talk to Candy. That and
because he wasn’t wearing shoes and would probably lose a
few toes in the process.

He missed her. Could he miss someone he barely knew? He
didn’t get the chance to find out with Angie, because once they
spent that first night together at his friend’s party—the night
they’d met—they were hardly apart. Before Candy, Justin
would have said no, not after one date, impossible. Even now
he was tempted to respond intellectually, scoff at his emo-
tions and insist he simply missed having a girlfriend, missed
the intimacy, missed California, maybe even missed Angie,
though he’d like to think he wasn’t that masochistic.

The party with Troy had been postponed due to writer’s
panic. Everything had been postponed due to writer’s panic, in-
cluding any further research on Milwaukeedates.com, though
Troy said his friend Brian’s boss at the Journal-Sentinel had
expressed definite interest in whatever Justin turned up. As-
suming he could turn up anything.

Once they got this chapter in, scheduling the party would
be next on his agenda, and poking around the dating site some
more. The faster he got to the bottom of the story, the sooner
he could either dismiss Candy as another Angie or ask her
out again to follow up on his instinct that she was a whole lot
more.

One thing was for sure: he was not going to be such a
screwup around her again.

CANDY SMILED AND WAVED at Carl, driving away from her
house with a cheerful double toot of his horn. She’d spent
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the afternoon with him on another Milwaukeedates.com
date, this time as Child at Heart. The day after the storm
had been fairly mild, and they’d gone to the Milwaukee Zoo,
been roared at by lions, sneered at by camels, ignored by rhi-
nos and entertained by apes playing in their indoor “forest.”
They’d eaten ice cream bars, munched popcorn, drunk hot
chocolate and ridden the zoo’s miniature coal-burning train
around the grounds, waving at visitors. It had been a great
date, lots of fun.

His car went around the corner onto Capitol Drive and out
of sight. Candy turned to go inside, still determinedly not
glancing across the street at the house for which her eyeballs
seemed to have developed magnets. She couldn’t feel for Carl
even a tenth of what she’d felt for Justin. Why the heck not?
Was it mere chemistry or something deeper? Marie had wisely
cautioned her that hormones weren’t the best way to choose
a mate. But you had to sizzle at least some.

No sizzle today. None.

Her adolescence had been like this. The boys who liked
her she had no use for, and the boys she liked had no use for
her. Until Chuck. Their coming together had been effortless
and angst-free, the way she always fantasized a relationship
starting. From the beginning she understood he was into her,
he understood she was into him, and they both moved forward
knowing they’d be together until that changed, whether the
change came that day, that week, or never.

Inside her house, she peeled off her royal-blue coat, kicked
off the red ankle boots she’d tucked floral pants into and dug
out her cell. Abigail was back from Jamaica as of last night.
Candy needed a girlfriend fix and Abigail would want the
latest scoop.

“Hey, you tropical babe, welcome home! How are you feel-
ing? Was it fabulous?”

“Candy! It was totally fabulous, and I'm feeling great. You
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absolutely have to go to Jamaica, you would love it. Next time
we’ll drag you along.”

Candy smirked. “Yeah, I can’t think of anything more fun
than being in a romantic paradise as the third wheel.”

“Mr. Right didn’t show up while I was gone? What hap-
pened with Justin?”

Candy filled her in, a long, rambling cathartic explanation
including every detail, the way she and Abigail always com-
municated. Both had long since learned that leaving any tidbit
out would only lead to questions later, so the initial verbal
deluge actually saved time in the long run.

By the time she’d finished with the snow-shoveling shut-out
from the previous day, Candy already felt better. “And that’s
where we are. Done. Finished. Totally over!”

“I gave you advice, you ignored me and look what hap-
pened.”

“I what? What did you say? When?”

“Cookies.”

“Oh, come on.” She slumped into the chair in her living
room which had replaced Chuck’s favorite and always looked
wrong and out of place as a result. “Is that all anyone can tell
me?”

“Since when am I just anyone?”

“Marie said the same thing. Aren’t we past the era when
women had to prove culinary skills to score romantic
points?”

“Candy, dear, you're forgetting what we’re dealing with
here. We might have evolved, but they haven’t, poor things.
Taking him something you made for him is a sweetly personal
and totally nonaggressive gesture. If he’s skittish or thinks you
rejected him instead of rejecting first-date sex, or whatever
else his issues are, then the next move has to come from you,
but it has to be completely nonthreatening.”

“Yeah, because I'm so terrifying. And I don’t think the next
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move has to come from me. He’s made himself very clear. Do
not come around again. Do not pass Go. Do not collect—"

“We're talking about men, here, honey. We have to work
to understand them so we can give them what they need,
because they have absolutely no clue. Justin might well want
you, adore you, be on his way to marrying you, but since he
obviously doesn’t know that yet, you have to make sure he
figures it out in a way that isn’t going to scar his ego or kick
up any fear.”

Candy shook her head, almost feeling sorry for Abigail’s
husband, who had clearly never had a chance. At the same
time...Abigail could be right. Abby had certainly landed the
wallet of her dreams mere months after she set her sights on
him. “Cookies, huh?”

“Have I ever steered you wrong?”

“How about the time you told me to send Jack Jenkins an
anonymous letter saying Candy Graham was hot for him,
and he not only found out it was from me, but posted it on
the student message board?”

“Ooh.” Abigail sucked air guiltily through her teeth. “Right.
That wasn’t so great. But we’re older now and wiser, thank
God, and this advice is right on. I promise.”

Candy turned to her front window, gazed at Justin’s house,
thinking about his incredible eyes and smile, his charm and
easy flirtation.

Okay, maybe it wasn’t totally over. Candy would give it
one more try.

THAT WAS NOT HOW HE WANTED his latest encounter with Candy
to go.

The party had gone well. Most of the guests were gone.
Only Troy and Candy lingered in Justin’s living room, sipping
wine, involved in a discussion. A long discussion. Justin had
barely had the chance to speak to her— Hello, how are you,
glad you could make it, may I introduce my friend Troy? That
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about summed it up. A few minutes ago, Troy had nodded
meaningfully to Justin and given a surreptitious thumbs-up,
which hadn’t helped Justin at all. Had Troy succeeded in find-
ing evidence of something fishy at Milwaukeedates.com, or
had he succeeded in proving there was nothing to find? The
result would impact Justin’s feelings for, and possible relation-
ship with, Candy.

Frustrated and impatient, he strode up to his room to find
the flash drive he’d promised to give his book partner before
he left. He knew where he’d left it: sticking out of the USB hub
behind his laptop. He even knew where its cover was: behind
the speaker. Neither were where they were supposed to be, and
he was positive he hadn’t moved them. Had someone been in
his room during the party? He turned papers over on his desk,
searched under the laptop, on the floor, in the wastebasket.
Nothing.

Downstairs the front door opened and closed. Justin swore
under his breath. Candy must have left without saying good-
bye, which irritated him even more than not being able to find
something he always kept in the same place. Where was that
flash drive? It held copies of all the chapters he was working
on, and of all his notes. God forbid his laptop crashed without
a current backup.

Footsteps sounded, coming up the stairs. Troy must be
wondering what was taking him so long.

“I can’t find the damn thing.”

“Find what?”

Candy. Candy’s voice. Justin whipped around to stare at
his empty doorway. Now that his brain was focused outside
the room, yes, the footsteps sounded too light to be Troy’s,
too tappy to be coming from a man’s shoes.

Troy had left without goodbye? Without the flash drive he
knew Justin was upstairs getting for him? Without staying
to report on his impressions of Candy vis-a-vis Milwauke-
edates.com?
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She walked into his room, and he saw immediately that the
light tapping footsteps were caused by the same sexy, high-
heeled black ankle boots she’d worn the first time he saw her
across the street. With the same leg-enhancing sheer black
stockings. But instead of the same black miniskirt, today she
wore—

He swallowed convulsively. No skirt at all. No panties ei-
ther. A red lace garter, a red lace bra trimmed in black, and
a red-lipped sultry smile.

“Candy.”

“As sweet as.” She put her foot up on his bed, heel sharp
on his navy quilt, calf curving up from the boot to her knee,
then diving down again on the slope of her inner thigh, ending
front and center at the soft pink crevice framed by dark curls
that grabbed and held his eyes hostage. “Want a taste?”

His cock reacted at the same time his brain registered
something wasn’t quite right about this scenario. First the
missing drive, Troy leaving without goodbye, Candy in shoes
she hadn’t been wearing earlier...

“Yes.” He barely managed to get the word out. The jeans
he’d had on for the party were gone; he had on something he’d
never own in a million years: a black satin jockstrap whose
material was soft on his balls and shamelessly stretched by his
erection. His shirt had disappeared, too. He didn’t remember
taking anything off.

“Oh, that is much better,” Candy whispered. “Much better.
Come here.”

What was happening? Was she a witch? She’d certainly
bewitched him. He walked toward her, not feeling as stupid
as he should in an outfit straight from a porn catalog.

“Closer. Closer. There. Now kneel.”

He knelt, face an inch from her sex, warm and sweetly fra-
grant, smelling of woman and roses. She was so beautiful. He
opened his mouth to tell her, but she thrust her hips forward,
and instead he was inhaling, then tasting, then devouring her



104 Turn Up the Heat

sweetness, reacting to her gasps and moans, wanting her to
come more than he wanted to himself, even knowing if she
came apart in his mouth he’d lose control and probably topple
her onto the bed whether she wanted him to or not.

“Oh. Oh”

He loved her pleasure, loved the helpless syllables, loved
that he was driving her crazy.

Without noise or preamble, two more long, black-stockinged
legs appeared in his peripheral vision. Another garter belt,
this one black, a firm slender stomach oddly familiar, a black
lace bra filled to overflowing with olive-skinned breasts he
knew intimately.

Angie. How did she—

“Hi there.” Angie murmured the words into Candy’s neck,
lips leaving lipstick bites on her fair skin. Red-tipped fingers
brushed over the lace of Candy’s bra, settled, stroked back
and forth, then slid inside and cupped the fullness of her
breast, making Candy cry out and throw her head back, hair
a cascading waterfall.

Then it was Angie who tumbled Candy to the bed, took over
where Justin had been. Angie who made Candy come with
spasms that practically rocked the house. Angie, who after-
ward looked back over her shoulder with vicious triumph and
laughed, like the bad guy in a bad movie, at Justin, kneeling
with the silly satin stretched absurdly out from his body.

Worse, when he shot indignantly to his feet, her hilarity
increased; he followed her gaze to discover he was wearing
yellow-and-brown argyle knee socks.

Ding dong.

Justin scowled at Angie in anger and confusion. Who did
she think she was? And why did she sound like a doorbell?

“Justin, where did you go?”” Candy pushed Angie onto the
floor, where she crumbled into dust. “Come back to me.”

She opened her slender arms. “Please, Justin.”

Ding dong.
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No, no, no. He didn’t want to wake up. Don’t wake up. Not
yet. He wanted onto that bed; he wanted to be with Candy.

Justin’s eyes opened; he groaned in disappointment.

Door. Someone at the door.

Troy. They were going to celebrate finishing the chapter
this afternoon, and probably long into the night. What time
was it? He rolled over and peered at the clock. Four-fifteen.
Damn Troy for being early. Five more minutes and Justin
could have finished the dream.

He pushed out of bed, rolling his eyes at his boxers, which
were nothing like the satin jockstrap—where did that image
come from?—but which were about as distended. He was
going to have to get a lot further from the picture of Candy
with her ankle boot planted on his bed before he’d get his
underwear fitting again.

Ding dong.

“Coming.” He started downstairs. Stupid to yell; Troy prob-
ably couldn’t hear him.

At the front door, his erection had calmed enough to be
presentable—at least as presentable as he needed to be for
Troy. After a good yawn and head-scratch, he pulled open
the door.

Then stared openmouthed, his cock not sure whether to
shrivel in mortification or rise again like a mighty obelisk.

Not Troy. Of course not.

Candy.

Hadn’t he said he was not going to be such a screwup
around her again?

CANDY STRODE DOWN HER DRIVEWAY toward Justin’s neatly
cleared one. She wasn’t going to sit home and wonder what
their connection was about any longer, nor wonder if and when
she’d see him again, or what he was feeling, what he’d been
thinking, blablabla. Enough. She was going over to his house
on Abigail and Marie’s advice, with her ultimate weapon:
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rocky-road brownies. Chewy dark-chocolate cake topped for
the last five minutes of baking with marshmallows, caramel,
melted chocolate and toasted pecans. If he didn’t orgasm
within a minute of tasting one, there was no hope for him.
And if he didn’t take this opportunity to talk to her at least in
a friendly manner, there was no hope for her.

She rang the doorbell and waited, head held high.

Wait, what if he was some kind of California health freak
who wouldn’t eat sugar?

Stop, stop that.

A deep, calming breath. The scent of the still-warm brown-
ies rose temptingly. She started humming. If he didn’t an-
swer soon she was going to plonk her face into the pan and
gorge.

No answer.

She tried the bell again. Waited longer, her calm beginning
to fracture.

Wasn’t he home? She could leave the pan on his front stoop,
but what fun was that? The whole point of coming over was
to see him and talk to him, gauge his reaction to—

Wait. She heard something. Had he shouted? Was he
there?

Unlocking sounds at the door. Yes. Her heart sped. Stay
calm. Stay calm. Just a neighborly gesture...

The knob turned. The door swung open.

Whoa.

Justin, wearing light boxers and a T-shirt, hair tousled,
jaw stubbled. Oh, my lord, he was stunning, even if he was
staring at her in a sort of horror, which she’d definitely rather
he wasn’t.

How long would she keep being surprised by how hot he
was? And by how strongly she reacted? How long before she
could greet him without the little kick of excitement in her
chest? Okay, big kick. Big enough to impact her breathing.

“Candy...hi.”
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“Did I wake you?”

“No. No. I was...it was time to get up anyway. I, um, not
really. No.”

A horrible thought: did he have a woman up there? Please
no.

“Am I, um, interrupting something?”

Her meaning sank in; his eyes widened, he held up his
hand. “No. Nothing like that. No.”

“Okay.” She tried not to wilt too obviously into relief, hop-
ing he’d say, “Why, Candy, after the other night I couldn’t
even look at another woman.” Fantasy men never had trouble
coming up with lines like that. Unfortunately the best lines
never occurred to real ones.

“Here.” She held the brownies out, certain all of a sudden
that her offering was childish overkill. “I haven’t officially
welcomed you to the block, and I thought you might like these.
They’re amazing.”

Wince. They’re amazing? Why not start patting herself on
the back?

“They look incredible.” He took the pan. “Thank you, wow.
A lot. Really.”

“Sure.” She forced a smile, sick and panicking. Why had
she thought this was a good idea? Marie and Abigail had
forgotten the fact that Justin was a guy. If guys wanted to see
women, they called. If not, they didn’t. This was not highly
complicated. “I thought you’d enjoy them.”

“I will. I know I will. They look delicious.”

He looked delicious, too, but also clearly and painfully
tortured by her presence.

“Okay, then.” She backed away a few steps, feeling as if
she’d swallowed one of the bricks his house was made of. “See
you around.”

“Definitely. We’ll do...something. Soon.”

Something. Soon. She barely managed to keep her bright
shiny smile from dulling before she turned and fled.
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Message received and understood. If rocky-road brownies
weren’t enough, and she wasn’t enough, then nothing would
be enough.

So. It was totally over. Over! From now on she’d leave
Justin Case alone.

THAT WAS NOT HOW HE WANTED his latest encounter with Candy
fo go.

Justin closed the front door and slumped against it. Damn.
Damn. Could he have handled that any worse? She’d made
him brownies. He was still holding them; they smelled fabu-
lous. A sweet, generous gesture—something Angie would
never have thought to do in a million years—and how had he
reacted? He’d stammered a few awkward words of thanks and
spent the rest of the time gaping at her as if she were a stripper
who’d made a house call. Real smooth, especially after he’d
practically jumped her last time they were together.

He had excuses, but hadn’t offered any. The night before
he’d been at Troy’s house, working. Their brains had given
out around 3:00 a.m. and they’d had a few beers to unwind.
Justin had been home in bed by 5:00 a.m., was up at 8:00
a.m., finished the chapter and emailed it to Troy for the final
check. After a workout and some lunch, he’d been so sleepy
he couldn’t hold out any longer, he’d gone upstairs for a nap.
Then the dream, and then Candy, so beautiful and fresh in
real life, on top of the picture of her lingering in his mind:
hot, wanton and lace-covered—or rather lace-uncovered.

In short, he’d lost his cool, feeling thick-headed, bad-
breathed, unshowered and entirely unappealing in compar-
ison.

Oh, and still horny.

Great.

He could have invited her in to share the treats. Yeah,
his place looked like it belonged to a frat boy the night after
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a party, but he could have explained he only lived like the
typical slob bachelor on tough deadlines.

He could have brought up the postponed get-together with
Troy and friends a little more specifically than “Something...
soon.” With all the other guys she was dating, he didn’t want
to delay too long. It was not like she was home waiting for
his call.

He should have decided by now whether he was a potential
boyfriend or a reporter so he wouldn’t keep sending c’'mere/
go away signals.

After he ate a brownie—he inhaled over the pan—or maybe
two, he’d call Troy, fix a firm date for the party, yes, soon,
go immediately over to Candy’s place, apologize for being in
outer space when she came by, and invite her. The sooner he
figured out her story, the sooner he could write their ending,
the sooner he could figure out what these feelings meant and
the sooner he’d have the chance to make a recent dream come
entirely and erotically true.

One thing was for sure: he was not going to be such a
screwup around her again.

CANDY GLUMLY PULLED ON her skintight thermal jogging
suit. Exercise was the best method she knew of to chase away
the blues which had settled heavily an hour ago—not coin-
cidentally right after the brownie disaster. It would be dark
soon, but she had to get out and chase a runner’s high or
she’d bury herself in ice cream and old movies and never see
daylight again.

Headband arranged firmly over her ears, gloves protecting
her fingers, lip balm on her lips, she gave her running shoes
one last check and headed out to do light stretches in the
driveway, then started a brisk walk to warm her muscles.

“Hey, there!”

Candy whirled around. Hey, there who? It was a man’s
shout. A man’s shout which sounded like Justin’s. A man’s
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shout which sounded like Justin’s coming from the direction
of Justin’s house.

Well. Go figure. It was Justin. Pulling on a coat, jogging
down his driveway, grinning at her. Waving eagerly.

Maybe he was the one with multiple personality disor-
der.

“Candy, glad I caught you.”

She waited warily as he crossed the street, making sure her
stomach was sucked flat, aware of the way her thin suit clung
to every inch of her body. Even more aware when his eyes
seemed to be discreetly taking in every one of those inches.

“Sorry I was unable to come up with full sentences earlier.
I was still half-asleep.”

“I thought I woke you. Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. Who sleeps at four in the afternoon?
Only me, when I've been up most of the night finishing a
chapter.”

“Oh, I see.” She tried to keep a mental scowl going, but
something perky and hopeful had sat up to take notice. Would
she never learn to stay off the Justin roller coaster?

“Thanks for the brownies. They were delicious. I ate three
already.” He was watching her in that measuring way that had
turned her inside out so often.

“Glad you enjoyed them.”

“I did. Both the brownies and the gesture.” He took a slow,
easy step toward her, making her tense. When he was close
like this, she had to fight the urge to touch him, and she
wanted him to touch her, everywhere. Where did this power
come from? She didn’t trust it. “Troy and I are having a sick-
of-winter party on Friday at my house. People are bringing
food that reminds them of summer. I was hoping you could
come.”

“Cute idea.” Her head was racing. Did she want to go?
Shouldn’t she say no? What was she doing Friday? Some-
thing...
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“Troy’s idea. He could probably work for you.” He smiled
wryly. “Me, I was thinking, ‘Yeah. Party. Beer.””

Candy laughed. This was the guy she’d flipped for that first
night. Where had he been? “That sounds fun, too.”

He grinned and gave her shoulder a gentle nudge that made
her want to fling her arms and legs around him and embarrass
them both. What had she been saying about staying off the
Justin roller coaster? “I hope you can make it, Candy.”

“I have to give a fiftieth-anniversary cocktail party that
night.” She bit her lip, unable to close the door of opportunity
completely. “But I'll try to show up afterward. Thanks for
inviting me.”

“You're welcome.” He looked her up and down, this time
with less heat than amused horror. “You're really going to run
in this weather?”

“Justin...” She shook her head in disgust. “You need to
live in the Yukon or something, to find out what real winter
is like.”

He shuddered. “No, thanks. This is all I can handle.”

“This is nothing, this is halfway to spring. One year, for
an entire week it never got above ten below.”

Justin’s eyes bugged out in mock panic. “I think I have
somewhere to be that week. Like in my oven.”

Candy laughed again, half giddy, half cautious, which
added up to confused. “We northerners will thicken your
blood eventually. You’ll see.”

“Have a good run. Hope to see you Friday night.” He lifted
an arm, walked a few steps backward, then turned toward his
house.

Candy had to force herself not to watch him walk the rest
of the way home; she turned deliberately and started on her
pace. This push-pull thing was driving her crazy. Did he want
to be with her or not? Why now and not earlier? Not when
she was shoveling, not when she brought over baked goods?
In her driveway that first time they met, then on the first date
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and now, he’d been adorably attentive. The rest of the time it
was “Candy who?”

Her leg muscles began accepting the thythm, her lungs
began adjusting to the cold. She relaxed into her stride, going
over the times he’d seemed into her. The times he hadn’t. What
could account for the diff—

Oh, no. She stumbled over nothing and had to work hard
to regain her composure. Whenever he flirted or acted sweet,
she was wearing something revealing. He’d been on the block
since November, but hadn’t come over to introduce himself
until he saw her wearing the teeny-weeny purple-and-black
outfit on Sexy Glamour Girl’s first outing. All was wonderful
on their date when she was dressed to kill; he’d even wanted to
come in. When she’d been shoveling, shaped roughly like the
Pillsbury Doughboy, he’d waved and run. Bringing brownies
earlier today? Jeans and a bulky sweater. Yeah, thanks, gotta
go. But when she put on this second-skin jogging outfit? Here
comes Justin, roaring out of his house, standing close, inviting
her over.

He couldn’t be that shallow, could he?

He could, of course he could. Some guys were. Some
women, too. What a waste of a sexy exterior.

But if that were true, that he only wanted one part of her,
there was no way she wanted any part of him. If that were
true it was totally over. Over! From now on she’d leave Justin
Case alone.

She sighed, knowing her attraction had become an obses-
sion she needed to figure out. Knowing she’d go to the party.
But not dressed as Sexy Glamour Girl.

Okay. Maybe it wasn’t fotally over. Candy would give it
one more try.



8

THIS TIME THE SICK-OF-WINTER party wasn’t a dream. Several
of Troy’s friends had come, and the weather had cooperated
enough that Justin had been able to drag his grill out of the
garage and tend to it in the driveway, huddled as close as
possible without becoming charred meat himself. Hot dogs,
hamburgers and bratwurst, of course—this was Milwaukee
after all—frozen corn on the cob, which was grilled and slath-
ered with chipotle butter, green salad, potato salad and a truly
scary dish made from strawberry Jell-O, cream cheese, Cool
Whip and crushed pretzels, which Justin planned on giving
a wide berth. Some things about the midwest he’d never get
used to.

By the time people had had their fill of grilled meat and
various starches, Candy still hadn’t shown. Justin hadn’t re-
alized how often he’d been glancing at his watch until Troy
sidled up to him and grabbed his wrist. “Dude. She’ll either
come or not. Chill.”

Busted. He shrugged, Mr. Nonchalance. “Just anxious to
get this investigation going.”

“Uh-huh.” Troy slapped him on the back. “I believe you.
I do. Really. Fun party, by the way.”
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“Thanks for supplying the idea and eighty percent of the
guests.”

Troy chuckled. “No problem.”

The bell rang. Justin managed to give the front door a
supremely cool look.

“Run.” Troy gave him a nudge. “You know you want to.”

Justin ambled. But not after giving his smirking friend a
look that wouldn’t do anything but make Justin feel better.

It was Candy, so beautiful Justin had to remind himself
tonight was all about the story. He’d scanned Milwaukeedates
profiles online and had found only one other woman who
might have a duplicate profile. He’d written to both versions
of her, and was trying to get her—or maybe them—to agree
to meet him. One seemed willing, one wasn’t, which didn’t
mean much. He’'d also contacted a number of men, only a
handful of whom were willing to share their experiences. A
few of that handful had encountered women they described
as extremely hot who lost interest after two or three dates. A
couple of those women could have been Candy. Not proof by
any means, but not dis-proof either.

“Hey, there.” He grinned foolishly. Under her open parka,
Candy wore a pretty floral sundress that scooped discreetly
at the neck and flared past her knees. Her long, thick hair, the
color of cherrywood, hung wavy and loose past her shoulders.
Over her eyes, narrow blue-rimmed glasses that were chic and
endearing at the same time. In a room of tank tops and shorts,
she’d look like an elegant flower garden. “I'm glad you made
it

She smiled and Justin swore his heart skipped a beat. How
was he going to get through this? He should have stayed away
from alcohol. Even a moderate amount could crumble resolves
stronger than his.

“I brought a vanilla ice cream pie.” She held up a foil-
covered plate. “With coconut crust, topped with blueberries
and strawberries, kind of a red white and blue, Fourth of July
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thing. It should go in the freezer if you're not going to eat it
right away.”

“We’re going to eat it right away. Come on in.” He took
the pie and draped her coat over the same arm so he could
touch the small of her back, encouraging her into the room
full of strangers. The perfect host, except her body was warm
through the thin, soft material of her dress, and his manners
wanted to slip as much as his hand did.

He introduced her around; she was welcomed warmly by
Troy’s friends who had rapidly become Justin’s, too, as the
sangria, hard lemonade and Corona beer took hold of every-
one’s mood. Troy gave Justin a wink over Candy’s head and
a surreptitious thumbs-up so like the one in Justin’s dream
that he almost dropped his beer. A lemonade was thrust into
Candy’s hand, a reggae CD put on the sound system, pies and
watermelon were passed, and everyone settled in for a good
sugar high. Justin made sure Candy sat near Troy, started them
off chatting, then made some excuse to move on, pleased all
would go according to plan.

Half an hour later, he was trying desperately to have a
conversation with a blonde named Betty or Betsy, while an
all-too-large portion of his attention was focused on Troy.
What was he finding out? Anything? Nothing?

Candy burst out laughing; Troy grinned sheepishly. Justin
gripped his beer. He didn’t want them to get along foo well.
He trusted Troy, but stuff happened, and Candy was very...
appealing. To use ludicrous understatement.

Justin gave up paying attention to Betty/Betsy and allowed
his mind to wander. He’d worried his attraction to Candy came
from her resemblance to Angie, not so much in features, but
in the way she dressed and moved. But he was still hot for her
tonight, dressed sweetly, and hot for her in jeans when she’d
brought over the brownies, and hot for her while shoveling,
padded in about forty layers of down and fleece—a bundle
he could unwrap at leisure. She attracted him on a level he
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didn’t understand yet, one he could only hope wouldn’t set
him up for more pain.

Another half hour went by. One couple left to relieve a
babysitter. Two others left to continue partying at a downtown
club. Betty/Betsy gave up on Justin and left, too, as did Troy’s
best friend from high school, Chad.

Which left Troy, Candy and Justin.

His dream come true.

“Well guys, I'm outta here.” Troy offered his hand to Candy.
“Really nice to meet you.”

“Same here. I enjoyed talking to you. Don’t forget Milwau-
keedates.com.”

Justin’s stomach jolted. ““You’re signing Troy up?”

“Yup.” Troy’s lips smacked on the P while he made deliber-
ate eye contact with Justin. “She thinks the owner has some
great and very hot women for me to meet.”

“Marie.” Candy was beaming. ‘“You met her, Justin. She’s
great.”

“Yup.” He smacked the P on his yup, too, because he was
disappointed and a little annoyed. Did she get a signing bonus?
A free small appliance for every single guy lured to the site?
She must be swimming in toasters and hand-mixers.

“Can I use your bathroom, Justin?”

“Through the hall, to the left.” He could barely return her
smile.

“Exactly where it is in my house!”

Both men watched her slender form leave the room, skirt
swirling around her muscled calves. The bathroom door
clicked shut; Justin broke the freeze. “She tried to sign you
up.”

“She got right down to it.” He picked up a couple of emp-
ties and put them on a tray on the coffee table. “But I didn’t
sense any manipulation. Nothing but an honest wish for me
to find someone. Either she’s clean or she’s so good that you



Isabel Sharpe 117

need to get away from her now, because a woman like that
won’t even bother spitting out your bones when she’s done.”

Justin groaned. “Exactly what I’'m afraid of. Though it
would make the story—"

“I’'m not talking about the story.”

“I know.”

“She’s something else, man.”

“No kidding.”

Troy whistled silently, looking down the hall where Candy
had disappeared. “Yup. Send me that Candy-gram a-a-any day
of the week, and I'll—"

“O-kay, Troy.”

He chuckled and punched Justin playfully. “I'm safe. Not
so sure about you, though. Be careful.”

“I will be.” He hoped. He picked up a couple of glasses
and an empty pie dish. “You going to sign up?”

“Oh, for—" Troy pulled on his winter jacket, zipped it up to
his throat. “Are you going to get on me about that again?”

“What can you lose? I’ll pay. You don’t even have to date
anyone. Just talk to Marie and see who she matches you up
with.”

“Aw, man.” Troy drew his hand down his face, a sure sign
he was weakening.

“I"d owe you.” And maybe you can meet someone and get
the disease called Debby out of your system.

“Hey, you have the exact same tile in your bathroom as I
do.” Candy flowed back into the living room. “We must have
had the same builder. 193877

Justin nodded curtly. “That’s what they tell me.”

Candy looked back and forth between the men. “I'm sorry,
was I interrupting?”

“Nope.” Troy gave her a brilliant grin and headed toward
the front door. “I'm just leaving. Justin’s on your side, by the
way.”

“How’s that?”
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“Wanting me to sign up for Mil-wau-kee-dates.” He spat
out each syllable with distaste.

“He’s a good friend.” She stepped closer to Justin; put her
hand on his shoulder. It hit him with a combination of thrill
and horror that it felt natural to be standing together in his
house after a party, saying goodnight to their last guest. Where
the hell did that come from?

“I’ll think about it.” Troy lifted his hand. “Justin, thanks
for the good time.”

“We should do this after each chapter.”

“Deal. Good night.” He went out. The door shut after
him.

So.

Here they were.

“That was really fun, Justin. I'm sorry I missed so much
of the party.”

“How was yours?” He started picking up more dirty glasses
and plates, needing to keep busy, feeling the thrill and horror
again when she started helping as if she lived there, too.

“Dull for me but I think everyone else had a good time.”

“I'm glad.” He took the loaded tray into the kitchen, not
surprised when she followed. “You want another drink?”

“Another hard lemonade would be great. I had a late start.
Hey, your kitchen looks like mine, too.”

“Yeah?” He fished a lemonade out of the refrigerator,
poured himself a glass of water and started loading the dish-
washer.

“I liked Troy a lot.” Candy leaned on the edge of his kitchen
table. Justin had to remind himself she didn’t belong there.
Had to remind himself that this extraordinary sense of com-
fortable intimacy might be nothing more than a deliberate
fabrication on her part. Another date or two and she could
disappear, on to the next new client and sorry it hadn’t worked
out. “He had some great stories about you.”
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“We had some pretty wild times. College, you know, the
stupid stuff you do...”

“No, actually. I was in bed by nine most nights.”

Justin turned to stare at her unblinking sincerity until she
finally broke into giggles and he realized she’d been teasing.
In any other circumstance he’d love her sense of humor. But
the way she’d so effortlessly convinced him she was dead
serious made him even more uneasy. He went back to loading
the machine, wondering if she planned to stay long.

“I was kidding. I had some wild times, too. It’s not really
college if you haven’t been stupid at least once.”

“True.”

“But at that football game, did you and Troy really—"

“Yes.” He closed up the dishwasher and dried his hands.
“We did. Wearing only socks.”

“Not on your feet.”

“Not on our feet. Want to go sit down?” He didn’t know
what else to do with her. He couldn’t ask her to leave.

Okay, he could. But...

Crap. He didn’t want to.

“Sure.” She followed him into the living room and discon-
certed him by sitting next to him, kicking off her sandals and
curling one leg under her, shaking back her hair, then resting
her elbow on the back of the couch, gazing through her lenses
as if he were a big piece of butter cake with chocolate frosting.
“Tell me about your childhood, Justin. What kind of kid were
you in grade school?”

He swallowed. This was going to be a long night of sexual
torture. “I was pretty average, kind of wild but no police
record. Teenaged stuff.”

“Were your parents hard on you?”

“My parents divorced when I was eight.”

“Oh, I'm sorry.” Her forehead crinkled into concern; her
eyes conveyed sympathetic warmth. “Was it nasty?”

He laughed shortly. “It wasn’t great. Dad had a younger
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mistress, Mom found out. That wasn’t pretty. Though I didn’t
understand the whole picture until much later.”

“Ugh. I can imagine.”

“It worked out in the long run. I lived with Mom after they
split. She bought this funky little house in Solana Beach, in a
neighborhood of surfers and artists. We probably got closer
than we would have otherwise. She never married again, but
she’s been with Marty for probably ten years now. Dad mar-
ried Chloe right away and stayed in Rancho Santa Fe. Prob-
ably both my parents are doing better than if they’d stayed
together. Mom hated the whole gated golf-community thing,
and Dad would have been miserable living anywhere less
prestigious.”

He was nervous. Babbling. Her proximity, the way her hair
wound around her shoulder, the way a strand lay on the soft
skin of her throat, the way her forward-leaning position made
her neckline gape, the tantalizing shadow of her cleavage—all
of it made him want to do anything but talk, so he talked in
self-defense. It was hard to believe she was fake, hard to hang
on to his outrage. When he was with her like this it felt calm,
solid and right. More than being with any other girlfriend ever
had. Which made no sense. He barely knew her, and what
little he knew he might not be able to trust.

“Wow. Your parents went after completely opposite life-
styles. Did that make it hard to figure out who you were?”

Her question stopped him. He had to think before he could
answer. “Actually it made it easier. Dad’s life was so artificial,
so defined by money and show. The people he and Chloe hung
out with—all of it was unnatural to me. If my parents had
stayed together it might have been harder for me to single that
piece out and reject it quite as neatly.”

“I see what you mean.” She nodded, and he felt she really
did understand; she wasn’t agreeing with him to be sweet
and appealing. He had to keep Troy’s words in mind, Either
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she’s clean or she’s so good that you need to get away from
her now.

“What kind of kid were you? Besides beautiful.”

She laughed, flushing at his compliment. Could a hard-
boiled liar blush that easily? “I was average, too. Unremark-
able.”

“I doubt that.”

“I had a good imagination. My parents were extremely
protective which sucked, especially when I got to be a teen-
ager. | was the only girl and the oldest, so double whammy.
I escaped by going over to Abigail’s where it was too chaotic
for her mom and dad to notice who did what, and by escaping
into daydreams. And onto the stage.” She smiled wistfully. “I
wanted to be an actress.”

“No kidding.” Candy on stage, captivating audience mem-
bers by disappearing into different characters? It sounded
painfully familiar. “A movie star?”

“No, I wanted to be a Broadway actress.” Her graceful
hand gesture was accompanied by a self-deprecating smirk.
“Straight plays or musicals—didn’t matter to me. I loved to
sing, though I wasn’t much of a dancer.”

“What did you like most about acting?”

“Getting on stage and leaving myself behind. The satisfac-
tion of working at something I enjoyed and was good at. The
camaraderie of the cast. Applause was nice, t0o.”

He was really uncomfortable now. Both because she was
talking about her skill at becoming someone she wasn’t, and
because her movements had taken on a sensual quality, her
gaze had became faraway, and the reflective tilt of her head
exposed a long, bare curve of skin his lips wanted to taste.

How could he get her out of here?

“Are you doing any theater work now?”

“Only at my parties. I dress according to the theme when
the hostess wants me there making sure things run smoothly.
I act silly for my kids parties, very prim for the tea parties.
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For the bachelor parties...” Her expression changed. “That
kind of thing.

“What about the bachelor parties?”

She laughed mischievously, then leaned toward him. He
caught her scent. Floral. Jasmine? Lavender? He didn’t know.
But he could sit here and inhale her all night. “T’1l tell you a
secret, Justin.”

God help him. She was so close, her whisper so intimate.

“What’s...” He had to clear his throat. “What’s that?”

“One time for a bachelor party the woman supposed to
jump out of the cake didn’t show. So I did it.” She pouted
seductively. “Pasties, G-string. The works.”

He nearly moaned, moved his hips up slowly, then down,
trying to ease the pressure as imperceptibly as he could. He
had to get off this couch or he was going to slide his hand
up her thigh and kiss her until he finally got enough. Which
might not be possible.

One problem—he couldn’t move.

“I think you’re trying to kill me, Candy.”

“Kill you?” She looked genuinely puzzled. That had to be
an act. How could she not know what she was doing to him?
She’d lived with a guy for some years. She was no innocent.
“I'm not trying to kill you.”

“Then what are you trying to do?”

She blinked. Leaned back, flushing. “I thought you’d think
it was funny. Since I'm not the type.”

“Not what type?”

She looked incredulous. “Not the jump-out-of-the-cake
type.”

What the hell game was she playing? “Then what type are
you?”

“I'm...” She looked blank. “Just me.”

He got up from the couch, restless and annoyed. Forget
calm and solid and right. She was even more unsettling to
be around than Angie. He’d have glimpses of a wonderful,
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fun and funny woman with real substance, then she’d pull
something manipulative and weird like this and he’d be back
to square one thinking she was playing him.

Was this the big seduction move? Was that on her sched-
ule? Date number one: Kiss like you mean it but don’t let
the guy in your house for coffee. Date number two: Drape
self seductively over couch and tell story of wearing pasties,
then pretend surprise at any sexual connotation. Date number
three: Get man to the brink of coming, then tell him you met
someone else and sorreee!

“Do you want anything more to drink?”

She shook her head, looking subdued and slightly bewil-
dered. Damn it. Even annoyed with her, he didn’t want her
to be upset. Along with the self-protective instinct warning
him to keep his distance, came a paradoxical need to protect
her. From what, he wasn’t sure, since she held all the power
here.

“How about a tour of the house?”

She swung her legs onto the floor, put her delicate sandals
back on. He wasn’t a foot-fetish kind of guy, but even her feet
were sexy to him. “Okay.”

Yeah, he didn’t think it was a great idea, either, but it would
put them back on a normal footing, and then maybe she’d
leave.

She’d seen the kitchen, but admired the art-deco chandelier
in his dining room, and exclaimed over his drum set in one
of the bedrooms downstairs.

“Can I hear you play?”

“You wouldn’t be able to help it. Probably from across the
street.” He rapped a cymbal. “I’'m out of practice now, and
drum solos aren’t all that fascinating without a band. But if I
find one to join I'll invite you.”

“Promise?” She smiled coyly.

He nodded and tapped the snare. “Promise. You've admired
the bathroom already. Come see upstairs.”
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He went up ahead of her, not because he was gallant, but
to avoid climbing behind her, with that incredible rear end at
eye, mouth and hand level. On the second floor, he gestured
to each doorway: his bedroom, his office, the bathroom, the
closet, thinking this tour might be lame enough that she’d get
his message and leave.

“Oh, this is your room.” She wandered in, turned to smile
at him over her shoulder.

Not lame enough.

She stopped by his bed and his dream came back full force,
as clearly as it had the last few nights when he’d conjured it,
pumping himself into Candy-induced bliss.

He could have that same bliss now. She was obviously
offering.

Why tonight? Why not after their first date when they’d
kissed their way to a much more intimate place? Because that
was date number one and her Milwaukeedates.com contract
didn’t allow for sex that soon?

“This is so much like our—I mean my bedroom.” She made
a face. “Sorry, old habits die hard.”

He nodded abruptly. Our bedroom? She had broken up
with that guy, hadn’t she?

Of course she had. Crazy thought. And yet...even won-
dering for a few seconds was a few seconds too many. Justin
wasn’t going to sleep with a woman he couldn’t trust. Done
that already, barely survived.

Troy had to get him to the next level. If Justin asked Candy
about her role at Milwaukeedates now, she’d deny everything,
whether she was innocent or not, and he still wouldn’t know
the truth.

“You even have your room set up similarly. My dresser
is over there.” She pointed to his laptop desk. And I had the
closet doubled.”

He murmured something polite.
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“Ooh.” She peered at a portrait on top of his bureau. “Is
that your mom? She’s beautiful.”

“Yeah, that’s her.”

She nodded, then turned her head and met his eyes, perfect
lips curved in a half smile. He stopped breathing. She prowled
toward him, stopped barely a foot away, head tipped back
with a look of sensual intent—and a bit of vulnerability that
haunted him. “Thanks for showing me your house, Justin.”

“No problem.” He should turn away. Go downstairs now,
say, Hey, it was great having you here, Candy, and make it
dead clear she was going back to her own bed. Right away.
Alone.

She put her hands to his chest and rose on tiptoe until her
lips met his, pressed, clung, opened.

No. Yes. Oh, no. Oh, man. Her mouth was so soft, so sweet;
it fitted his perfectly. He stood rigidly, willing himself not
to slide his arms around her, not to get greedy caressing the
curve of her hip, the swell of her bottom, not to think about
the strong thighs under the flowery skirt.

She whispered his name, slid down the front of his body,
hooking her hands in his jeans waistband until she was kneel-
ing.

Oh, no. No no no. She rubbed her cheek against his swell-
ing fly, pressed kisses to his straining erection through the
too-thick material of his jeans.

Yes. He closed his eyes, gritted his teeth, felt her unsnapping
his fly, fingers running up and down his zipper. He groaned,
wanting his zipper down, his cock out and in between her
lips.

No.

Not until he got to the bottom of who she was and why she
was doing this.

He pulled back.

She made a small sound of regret, eyes looking up at him,
dark with confusion. “What is it?”
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“Candy.” He clenched his teeth and pulled her to her feet.
What the hell could he say to her? She was undoubtedly ask-
ing herself the same question he’d been asking about her in
reverse: Why was he willing on their first date and not now?
“L, uh, have to get up early and work.”

The worst. That was the worst thing he could say. Even
admitting to a raging STD would be kinder.

“Oh. Right.” Her smile was brittle. She stepped back.
“Right. Gotcha.”

“I’'m sorry, that was stupid. The truth is, ’'m not—"

“No.” She held up her hands. “Don’t bother. I under-
stand.”

That didn’t sound good. It didn’t feel good either. He’d
tried to be honest, too late maybe, but she hadn’t even let him
finish. “Understand what?”

She jabbed a finger into his chest. “I know why you won’t
sleep with me.”

Justin perked up at that one. Had she figured out that he
was on to her? Was she about to confess? “Tell me. I'm all
ears.”

“Because I'm wearing this dress.”

He could only gape. “The dress? What does that have to
do with anything?”

“I’'m wearing a nice normal dress and glasses, and you
won’t sleep with me.”

“And that makes you angry because...” The part of him
that had wanted to protect her was rapidly dissipating. Enough
with the games. Had he learned nothing by bending over
repeatedly for Angie’s boot? “What, it’s your get-lucky outfit
and I ruined your streak by turning you down?”

“You—" She made a sound of utter disgust, staring at him
with an expression that would make Cruella De Vil look like
Bambi. “Yes. Exactly. My streak. It’s broken and I’ll have to
start another one with a different ensemble and that really
upsets me.”
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“Oh, no!”” He clutched his chest in exaggerated dismay. “I
feel so terrible!”

“I am out of here.” She thudded past him into the hall, then
down the stairs. “Where is my coat?”

He thudded after her, grabbed her parka from the closet
and tossed it to her, grateful to have escaped. Every trace of
the sweet, seductive innocent was gone. This was Candy at
her essence. Hell had no fury like a woman scorned, and he’d
seen this exact display of irrational rage when he’d rejected
Angie.

Fine. Good riddance. Candy had shown her true colors,
and green was his, as in green light to go forward with this
article without any hesitation whatsoever.

And when he found hard proof of Ms. Candy pulling this
crap on men all over the city, he’d take great delight in mak-
ing her, Marie and whoever else was involved, into targets of
disdain and outrage for the entire city of Milwaukee.



9

MARIE LIFTED HER SHOVEL and dumped another load onto the
three-foot-high bank winter had accumulated at the mouth of
her driveway. Snow weighed a ton at this time of year with
the warmer temperatures, but the overnight flurries had only
resulted in an inch of cover, so she couldn’t justify starting the
blower. Besides, the exercise would do her good—if it didn’t
give her a heart attack.

She would have started earlier, but Candy had called that
morning. Apparently Justin had been blowing hot, then cold,
then hotter, then absolute zero, and Candy thought she’d fi-
nally figured out why. Marie was disappointed, as she always
was when matches didn’t work out, but particularly in this
case since she’d had such a strong feeling Candy and Justin
would enjoy each other enough to start a relationship, at least
for a while.

Though she’d found Justin attractive, articulate and inter-
esting, Marie would admit that something about him hadn’t
quite rung true. He didn’t strike her as shallow, as Candy
insisted—face it, if women rejected every guy powerfully
drawn to females in skimpy clothing, the human species would
eventually die out. But Justin had seemed hyper-observant
in her office, both of her and of the process, as if she were
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the one being interviewed instead of him. Since he’d been
so charming, and since Marie had found his analysis of the
dynamics of his last relationship unusually honest and percep-
tive, she’d dismissed her reaction. Maybe Candy had gotten
some of the same not-quite-right vibes?

In any case, if Candy was truly interested in moving on
from Chuck, she wouldn’t stay single long, not with that fresh
beauty and enthusiasm for life. Darcy, too, could find hap-
piness if she’d slow down long enough to acknowledge her
needs. Big “if.” She’d never responded to Marie’s call about
meeting Quinn. As for Kim, her reticence would make her a
harder sell because she needed a guy patient enough to coax
her out of her shell. Matching her with a sweet, quiet man
would be wasting her.

Marie heaved another half shovelful of leaden ice chunks
and paused, bending forward to readjust her sore back.

At the lowest point of her stretch, something jabbed her
most personal bits from behind. She yelped and spun around
to face the dog’s apologetic owner, jogging up the block to
call off his pervert hound.

Quinn. Looking as surprised to see her as she was to see
him, and incredibly hot in navy sweats and a gray sweat-
shirt.

“Dante, come.” The dog, which looked to be part golden re-
triever, part who-knew-what, went obediently; Quinn snapped
on his leash. “Hi, Marie. Sorry about that. I had him on the
leash earlier for our run, but he still had plenty of sprint in
him after I was winding down, so I let him go on ahead.”

Marie laughed, more flustered than amused. “Not a prob-
lem.”

“Is this your house?”

“Yes.” She clutched her shovel, wishing he’d move on with
Dante. At the bar she was safely anonymous, in control of
how long she stayed, whether she spoke to him, how much he
knew, how she dressed. Outside today, he had her cornered at
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her home, unshowered, without makeup, wearing Saturday-
morning clothes. Since she’d only seen him while sitting on
the high chairs at Roots, she hadn’t realized how tall he was.
Six-two? Six-three? At five-three, she felt like a child next to
him.

“Need some help?” He told Dante to stay and stepped
toward her, hand out.

“Oh, no, I'm fine, really.”

“Let me.” He reached for the shovel. “I did mine already.
It’s like shoveling bricks.”

“Thank you.” Marie watched gratefully while he scooped
up huge loads as if the dense snow were fresh powder. She
couldn’t help brief speculation as to what that chest and those
shoulders looked like under his loose-fitting sweats. What a
head-turning couple he and Darcy would make. Marie could
imagine the two of them on a Hollywood red carpet, at a
White House dinner, skiing the Alps, cruising the Amazon,
having sex in every position known to man, and a few not.

She sighed, but made her face brighten when Quinn fin-
ished. “Thank you so much. That was really nice of you.”

“Not a problem.” He handed the shovel back. “I was about
to go get a cup of coffee and a sandwich from Joe’s Java. Want
to come with me? My treat.”

She stared at him, completely taken aback by his offer.
“I...look like hell.”

Oh, for— She couldn’t believe that came out of her mouth.
Was she about to turn forty or fourteen?

He grinned. “You look fine to me. No dress code at Joe’s
last time I checked.”

“No, I know.” She tried to laugh off her embarrassment.
“I’d love to come, thanks. Let me just put the shovel away.”

“Sure thing.”

She strode down the driveway, trying to compose herself.
What did he want? To find out if she had younger sisters?
Younger friends? Or was he an extreme extrovert who couldn’t
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stand alone time? Her introvert sister Carrie’s first-born was
like that. Every second of every waking hour he had to be
interacting with someone or he’d fall apart. Marie already felt
sorry for Quinn’s mother.

The garage door rattled up; she ducked inside and hung
the shovel on the rusted hook where it belonged, then gave in
to temptation and did a quick check in her car’s side mirror
to see how bad she looked.

Surprisingly okay. Her cheeks were flushed from exertion,
hair not too bad for having been slept on, and her eyes, while
smaller and indistinct without their usual mascara and liner,
were bright and clear.

Not that she was interested in Quinn, but a woman didn’t
want to be seen with one of the Seven Male Wonders of the
World looking like a refugee.

She headed back down the driveway to where Quinn stood
waiting, a tall, relaxed, solid-pack male, Dante sniffing the
ground around him. Marie could use this lunch as an op-
portunity to feel him out on whether he’d be willing to meet
Darcy. Maybe Marie could lure him to Gladiolas on some
pretense, then call Darcy out to say hello. Or, much simpler,
lure Darcy to Roots.

Marie cackled inwardly. Oh, Mr. Peters. If anyone can
shove you out of your manly comfort zone, Darcy can.

They walked the blocks to Joe’s Java, a great neighborhood
hole-in-the-wall with fabulous coffee and oversize sandwiches,
chatting about uninspiring topics like the recent snowstorm
and Dante’s penchant for finding smelly, often dead things and
bringing them in to hide in his house. Outside the restaurant,
Quinn went on to take Dante home, saying he’d meet her back
in five minutes. Apparently he lived close by.

Inside Joe’s, she took down her parka hood, reveling in
the warmth, inhaling the rich coffee smell. A couple had just
vacated a tiny table by the counter where Joe’s sold take-out
and bakery items, so by the time Quinn returned, Marie had
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relaxed and regrouped. She even admitted to a little cave-
woman pride when he crossed directly to her table with a
wide smile. Female friends having coffee glanced up, did a
comical double take and bent their heads together to discuss
the eye-candy addition to their Saturday. Either that or they
were wondering what a hunk of beefcake was doing keeping
company with a meatball.

A young man with black hair hanging over his forehead
and a nose stud that looked like a metal wart came by with a
pad and poised pen. Marie ordered a grilled chicken panini
with balsamic onions and a side salad, Quinn a roasted veg-
etable sandwich with fresh mozzarella and pesto, with a side
of waffle fries.

“Are you vegetarian?”’

He shrugged. “I find myself eating that way pretty often,
but by taste, not conviction.”

She was relieved. Darcy was a disciple of the “everything
in moderation” school, and would probably prefer a guy who
ate the same way. “I have someone I want you to meet.”

He looked startled, then recovered quickly. “Always the
matchmaker, huh?”

“It’s my job.”

“Okay. I'll bite. Who is she?”

Marie bit her lip. She’d expected more of a fight and didn’t
understand why she felt disappointed. “She runs a restaurant
on the east side. Beautiful woman, the kind who can walk
down the street and make men trip and bump into things.”

“But...”

She raised her eyebrows. “But what?”

“If she attracts that much male attention, why are you hav-
ing to shop for her?”

The waiter brought coffee in bright, thick, mismatched
mugs, which gave Marie a minute to find a reason other
than She thinks men suck. “The restaurant keeps her pretty
busy.”
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“Workaholic?”

Marie sipped her smooth, rich coffee—more stalling while
she chose her words. “She needs someone to remind her how
to have fun.”

He eyed her with amusement over his mug. “And I strike
you as the type who knows how to have fun.”

“Yup.” She spoke cheerfully, deliberately avoiding the sexy
tone he seemed conditioned to set. “Plus you match her in
looks. And style. And grace. And athleticism.”

“That’s quite a list of compliments.” He paused while the
waiter set their food down and asked the obligatory will-there-
be-anything-else question. “What’s her issue with relation-
ships?”

Damn. He was no dummy. “What do you mean?”

“Everyone has an issue. Baggage. Whatever you want to
call it. Especially at our age.”

Marie gritted her teeth. She’d put him five years older than
she was. “Darcy’s younger.”

“How much younger?”

“Thirty-two.”

“That’s plenty old enough.”

“Right.” Anything over eighteen. She stared down at the
enormous sandwich, golden-crusted chicken plump under
fragrant caramelized onions, wanting to pour her coffee over
his head, and furious with herself for the impulse. She was
trying to match him up with a younger woman, why was she
angry with him? Of course she wasn’t. She was angry with
Grant.

She had to get over this.

“Marie.” He leaned into her field of vision. “I meant thirty-
two is old enough to have issues.”

Marie jerked her head up, mortified. He'd realized not only
that she was upset, but why? As a therapist she was trained to
be inscrutable. Obviously she’d slipped. “Yes...no, I under-
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stood. And yes, Darcy had some difficulties in her past. For
one, she grew up in a grim family situation.”

A frown wrinkled his forehead. “Abuse?”

“No, but her parents had a toxic marriage and she’s had a
pretty unsuccessful romantic history, too. She’s kind of sour
on the whole deal.”

“Understandable.”

“That is, she thinks she is.” Marie picked up her sandwich.
“My theory is that she’s just afraid, and that a strong, patient
man can turn her around.”

His eyebrow went up. “You think I'm patient?”

“I know you are.” She wiped her mouth with a napkin; the
sandwich was as messy and delicious as it looked. “T’ve seen
your work.”

“My work! So now I'm an artist. A pick-up artist?”

“I didn’t say that.” She held back a triumphant grin when
he mumbled skeptically. “Darcy’s my friend. I wouldn’t want
to introduce her to you if I didn’t think you were...”

“Worthy?”

She swallowed an odd thickness in her throat. “A good
man.”

“Thank you.” As before, he accepted the compliment
calmly, neither arrogant nor dismissive, but with a touch of
amusement that made her rush on.

“A good man possibly soured on the whole deal, too.”

“I wouldn’t say that.” He picked up a fry and ate it thought-
fully. “I haven’t given up on getting married again. But it’s
not an immediate goal, and I won’t settle just to get hooked
up. I'm willing to wait. And yes, Marie, [ want to play a little
in the meantime.”

“Understood. I'm not judging.” Married again. He had
committed once. Better and better. “You don’t want kids.”

“Not unless she comes with them.”

“She doesn’t.” Darcy couldn’t stomach the idea of giving
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up her career, and with the horrendous hours she worked, she
didn’t think she’d be much of a mother.

“Why are you so concerned with matching her up, Marie?”

“Because deep down it’s what she wants, but she won’t let
herself admit it. I made a New Year’s resolution to help her
and two other single friends this year.”

“Why?”

She put her sandwich down, considering how to answer. “I
want people to live fully and richly, to be honest with them-
selves about who they are and what they need and want. These
are three terrific women with a lot to offer the right men. They
just need nudging when the time is right.”

“What about you? Aren’t you looking?”

“No. No. Not me. Not really.” She laughed awkwardly. “I
mean if Mr. Perfect came along, okay. But no, I’ve got my
hands full—”

“Deciding all your friends need love, but you don’t.”

“Why are you so concerned with me finding love?”

“Ha. Threw that right back at me, huh.”

She returned his smile. “You had it coming.”

“I’ll let you in on a personal secret.” He leaned toward her,
pitching his voice to low intimacy. “It’s a hot-button issue for
me when women take care of everyone around them and not
themselves.”

“I'see.” She kept her therapist hat on firmly so she wouldn’t
break out in goose bumps. “Where did this come from? Your
mother? Ex-wife?”

“Mother. And my sister, too, who followed in Mom’s foot-
steps by marrying a man who expects everything and gives
nothing.”

“And you? What was your ex like?”

He grimaced. “I was so determined not to marry a doormat
that I married the opposite, which is just as bad.”

“Being aware of the patterns is half the battle. Sounds like
you’ve worked it all out, though.” Oh, he was perfect. Darcy
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needed someone on solid emotional ground to support her
while she struggled onto hers. ‘““You must have a good idea
of the type of woman you’re looking for.”

“Somewhat.” He quirked an eyebrow humorously. “But
then life is full of surprises, isn’t it?”

For some reason she started feeling nervous. “Well, I think
Darcy is your type, at least judging by—"

“You know what, Marie?”” He shoved his chair back and
arranged himself comfortably. “I'm sure your friend is great,
but—"

“You want me to mind my own business?”

“Nope.” He held his coffee up to the waiter for a refill. “I'd
rather talk about you.”

“Me?” She couldn’t hide her surprise, and couldn’t stop the
rush of pleasure. “What do you want to know about me?”

“Let’s see.” He added a creamer to his cup and stirred. “I
admitted to some of my baggage. What about yours?”

She started playing with the handle of her cup, wondering
how he’d react if she told him that men hitting on younger
women was her hot-button issue. Probably too much intimacy
this early in their...friendship? Was that what they were start-
ing? Or did he only need someone today to watch him eat
his sandwich? “I was married for ten years until my husband
found someone else. I started my dream career, it’s done well,
and I'm happier now than I’ve been in a long time. That’s
about it.”

“Good story. Love, betrayal, pain and a happy ending.” His
grin contained empathy. “To play you in the movie I'd cast...
Julianne Moore.”

“Oh, come on.”

“I'm serious. Now who should play your ex?”

“How about...” She frowned thoughtfully. “The pig from
the movie Babe?”

He cracked up, throwing back his head, legs long and loose
to one side of their table. She imagined curling up on his
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lap—imagined Darcy curling up on his lap. “Well, Marie, I
guess it’s good to get to a place where you can laugh about
the bad stuff.”

“Finally. Yes. Was divorce your idea?”

“Nope.” His face shut down; he pulled his chair back in to
the table. “I'm not laughing now, am I? Still need work.”

Her heart ached for him. “Another man?”

“She married him, then cheated on him and married the
third one. Probably only a matter of time before she does it
again.” He pulled his wallet out of his sweats and slid the
check toward himself.

“People like that...” She shook her head, wishing she hadn’t
brought up his divorce if it made him want to cut their meal
short. Or maybe he’d been ready to go anyway. “Sometimes
I think therapy should be a requirement for graduating high
school.”

“A whole country of well-adjusted people?”” He extracted
cash and stood. “I can’t even begin to picture it.”

“Me, neither.” She waited while he paid, feeling oddly let
down. “Thank you for lunch.”

“You’re very welcome, Marie. You heading back home
now?”

“Yes.” To an empty house full of waiting chores.

“I'm going the other direction.” He opened the door for her,
turning up his collar against the wind. “I’'m glad I bumped
into you today.”

“Same here.” She started edging back, unaccountably
nervous, then made herself hold her ground. “See you at
Roots?”

“I’d like to do this again if you’re up for it. Maybe make it
dinner next time?”

“Oh. Sure. Yes.” Her voice came out too high; she found
herself nodding frantically. Was he interested in her? A man
like this? She took another step back, dangerously giddy.
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Stranger things had happened. Maybe he’d finally tired of his
bimbos and wanted a woman of substance.

“Good. I enjoy your company.”

My God. Was she dreaming? “Same here, Quinn.”

“You remind me a lot of my sister.”

A burst of pained laughter. Stupid, stupid, stupid even to
fantasize. A pudgy, short woman on the verge of middle age
catching his attention after he’d been going for nothing but
Darcy types?

“Your sister.” Her voice cracked. “The doormat?”

“No, no, my other sister. Angela. Very smart. Very funny
and fun. You'd like her.”

“I’'m sure I would.” She was nodding too much again. For-
get her houseful of chores. She wanted to take her bruised
almost-forty-year-old ego home to her warm living room,
crush a package of Oreos into a bowl of ReddiWip and eat
it with her hands. She was angry at his confident handsome
face, and at herself for giving him the power to make her feel
worthless. “It’s funny you said that, Quinn, because actually
you remind me of my brother.”

“Yeah?” He was looking at her curiously. Hadn’t she
sounded sincere? “Well, how about that.”

Yeah. How about that. He was still watching her with that
measuring look, so she said goodbye, see ya later and turned
away, not wanting him to see her face any longer, in case he
figured out she was lying.

Quinn Peters did not remind her of her brother, for two
reasons. One, the instant she thought he might be attracted to
her, the truth had jumped up and shouted itself hoarse. This
wasn’t about Darcy. He was hot and she wanted him, like
every other female on the planet.

And the second reason he couldn’t possibly remind her of
her brother was much simpler.

She didn’t have one.
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“WHAT THE HECK KIND OF PARTY is this going to be?”

“Valentine’s, what did you think?”” Candy smirked at Abi-
gail who had emerged from the bathroom wearing a variation
of the sexy-Cupid costume Candy had on, only on her long,
lean body, and with her model’s beauty, the ridiculous getup
managed to look almost chic. In deference to her friend’s baby
bump, Candy had given Abigail the less revealing of the two
styles she’d designed. Her client, Josie Abernathy, would ar-
rive momentarily to discuss party details and to choose one
of the two looks for her Cupids. For a reason Candy had yet
to figure out, Mrs. Abernathy thought it was a cute idea to
have scantily dressed females flitting around with trays of
cocktail tidbits. Candy had tried every diplomatic means at
her disposal to squash the idea, but nothing. She’d even sug-
gested a few males dressed in red-and-white boxers, to keep
sexism charges at bay, but Mrs. Abernathy would have none
of it. Or, Candy suspected, her husband wouldn’t.

“Gee, I guessed Valentine’s. But what else, a grope-your-
server party? A women-are-nothing-but-objects party?”” Abi-
gail gestured to the white micro-miniskirt dotted with red
hearts that flared under her red faux-leather lace-up bustier.
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“This is revolting. Any guys going to be there in red Speedos
or jockstraps?”

“Nope. Just babes bearing hot nibbles.” Candy tugged on
her red satin bra trimmed with marabou. A red satin miniskirt
sat below her waist and connected midthigh via a red lace
garter to sheer red stockings.

“Ew.” Abigail waved her plastic bow and arrow disgustedly.
“Where did you find these people?”

“River Hills.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake. All that money and no taste.”

“As long as some of that money is coming to me, it’s not
my problem.” Candy adjusted the white feather wings hooked
onto Abigail’s shoulders. “Ready to go downstairs? She’ll be
here any second.”

“I’d rather hide.”

“I know. Wait, I need one more minute.” Candy peered in
the mirror and fixed onto her head the tiara decorated with
rhinestones and red glass hearts. “These are definitely the
tackiest outfits I've ever had to make.”

“What about the Always-a-Bridesmaid party that woman
gave? Those brown-and-green dresses with puffy sleeves and
no waists?”

“A true fashion nightmare.” Candy gave her hair a final
pat and pulled the bra down a little lower to make sure the
red heart “tattoo” on her right breast was visible. “But at least
those were supposed to be horrible.”

“Anything more from Justin?” Abigail started downstairs.
“Not that you’d dare not tell me if there was.”

“Nothing.” Candy was startled by the abrupt question and
annoyed when her voice thickened. “Which is fine by me.”

“Uh-huh.” Abigail turned at the bottom of the steps and
folded her arms across her pregnancy-bountiful chest.

“What?” Now Candy sounded upset and defensive. Why
bother trying to pretend? Abigail wouldn’t miss a trick.

“Look, I admit he’s behaved sort of...erratically. But I still,
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I don’t know.” She frowned, looking absurdly lovely in the
ghastly red-and-white costume. “I have a strong feeling this
isn’t the end. That he’s going to show up again.”

“Oh, please.” Candy took the last few steps down and
brushed past her friend, nearly knocking off her wings. “I
don’t even want to think about it. I have another date tonight
at Firefly Café with Sam, the guy I liked so much last time.
I'm looking forward now.”

“Oh, yeah! I remember Sam! In particular I remember
how you could barely stay awake describing the date.” Abi-
gail rolled her eyes. “My first dates with Ron, I was flying. I
couldn’t wait to see him again. And not just because he spent
more on me in a month than my family spent on me my entire
life. There was this something when we were together, this
spark.”

Candy knew exactly what she meant. Damn it. “Marie said
hormones are a completely unreliable way to choose some-
one.”

“Marie is single.” Abigail put a hand to her abdomen, a
tender, nurturing gesture Candy wouldn’t have expected from
her friend only a few months earlier. “I'm just thinking you
might have jumped to conclusions about Justin. That there’s
something going on you need to talk out.”

Candy blinked. Had pregnancy softened Abigail’s brain?
Since when was Ms. Scream Until She Gets Her Way under-
standing and forgiving toward men? ‘“He ignored me at his
party all night. And said no to a blow job after.”

Abigail’s face stretched into incredulity. “Are you serious?
You didn’t tell me that part. You asked if he wanted one and
he turned you down?”

“No, but I was on my knees ready to go and he stopped me.”
Candy heard Mrs. Abernathy’s car pulling into her driveway
and hurried to the front window. “She’s here. Come on. We’ll
pose by the door and I'll fling it open when she arrives for
the big surprise.”
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Abigail groaned. “This is so embarrassing.”

“You’ll never see her again.” Candy tipped her head seduc-
tively, pushed her chest out and positioned one foot in front of
the other, making sure her bright red wings were on straight.
“Do something like this.”

“Oh, for— You look like a mythological hooker.”

“Perfect,” Candy said wryly. “Though Chuck would have
a heart attack.”

Abigail blew a long and heartfelt raspberry. “That’s what
I think about Chuck not wanting you to look sexy.”

“It wasn’t that.” Annoyance made Candy break her pose.
“Around him I didn’t need a Cupid costume to be sexy.”

“Come on, Candy. Open your eyes. He didn’t want you
looking hot so guys wouldn’t line up to take you away from
him. So he could control you.”

“What?” Candy glared at her, that odd panicky feeling boil-
ing again in her stomach. “That is the most ridiculous—"

The doorbell rang.

“Oh, crap. Pose.” Candy glanced to make sure Abigail was
ready, then pulled sharply on the door so it swung into the
room on its own and she had time to get back into position.

Justin. Standing at her door. Holding her pie plate.

His eyes widened to the size of walnuts and started bounc-
ing back and forth, Candy, Abigail, back to Candy, back to
Abigail, then came to rest on Candy. “Holy sh—"

“Justin.” She blushed fiercely, which ruined her determina-
tion to be icy around him, wishing he didn’t look so incredibly
handsome and virile, because that made it much harder to stay
furious with him as he deserved. A traitorously weak part of
her threatened to melt into submission at the mere sight of
him. She had to remind himself that if he made anything like
a move toward reconciliation, it was likely the fact that her
breasts were pumped higher than tires on a monster truck, and
little of the rest of her had any covering at all. “What were
you doing in Mrs. Abernathy’s car?”
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The second she said the words she realized they were ri-
diculous. That, the snort from Abigail and the obvious confu-
sion on Justin’s face.

“I meant where is Mrs. Abernathy?”

Only slightly less ridiculous.

“Uh.” He swallowed convulsively, eyes clearly making a
valiant attempt to stay on her face, but not succeeding too
well. “Mrs. Who?”

“The car in my driveway.”

“Yeah, um. Yeah. I saw her.” He swallowed again. “She’s
in her car. On her phone. You left your plate. Here it is. God,
you both look— Whoa.”

Candy turned pointedly to Abigail, who wasn’t rolling her
eyes as she was bloody well supposed to be. In fact she was
watching Justin intently. Not even frowning in cynical sister-
hood. The betrayal became complete when she held out her
hand, smiling the smile that knocked every straight man to
his knees, and probably quite a few gay ones, too.

“Hi, Justin. I'm Abigail.”

“Nice to meet your—you.” He shook her hand, glancing
at Candy. “Nice to meet you.”

Abigail giggled. “Candy’s told me a lot about you, Jus-
tin.”

Candy froze her face into fury. Abigail!

“Oh. Well. That’s nice.” He turned back to Candy. “You
going to a Valentine’s party tonight?”

“Nope.” She lifted her chin, determined to let him know
she wouldn’t be sitting home pining for him. “I have a dinner
date.”

“You’re going on a dinner date in that?” He gestured to
her uplifted breasts.

“No, not in this.” She managed to hang on to her cool, but
only barely, because he was standing too close, heating her
half-naked body with his gaze, and she was reacting both
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emotionally and sexually without having given permission
for either one. “What do you take me for?”

He met her eyes, looking perplexed. “I’'m never quite
sure.”

Abigail made a sudden movement. They both looked at
her.

“The baby?” Candy asked anxiously.

“No, no. It’s all good.” She smiled at Justin with real friend-
liness, which on Abigail looked like “please sleep with me
now.” Candy wanted to yank off her wings and stomp on
them.

“So, Candy, where are you going on this date?”” He spat
the last word out, sounding contemptuous. Or...jealous? Her
heart did a funny triple flip.

“Firefly Café in Wauwatosa.”

“Nice place.” He rubbed his jaw, looking annoyed and
vulnerable and a little dismayed, and Candy’s lovely outrage
faltered. “They have a great bar for—"

“Candy Graham!” Mrs. Abernathy appeared next to Jus-
tin and clapped her hands to her cheeks. “How a-dor-able
you look! And you, too, my goodness. What’s your name,
dear?”

“Abigail.” Abigail looked as if her morning sickness was
about to come back, but not because of the baby.

“I've got to get going.” Justin held out the plate. “Nice to
meet you, Abigail.”

He turned and left abruptly. Mrs. Abernathy frowned at
his back. “Friend of yours? He’d adorable, too. I was about to
introduce myself.”

“He’s my neighbor across the street. Come in, Mrs. Aber-
nathy.” Candy found herself clutching the pie plate in a violent
embrace, and made herself release it and close the door, stop-
ping to take one more peek at the broad shoulders striding
away.

Why did this man have to be so confusing and so, so
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delicious? Why couldn’t she control her feelings around
him? Her head seemed to be totally enslaved to her heart
and hormones.

Sighing, she followed Abigail and Mrs. Abernathy into the
living room, where an hour later, Mrs. Abernathy had chosen,
thank God, the less revealing outfit Abigail was wearing, had
approved the final menu, had brought up a thousand logistics
Candy had already covered and finally left, proclaiming that
the party would be the hit of the year.

Candy and Abigail lost no time in stripping off the cos-
tumes and reassuming their mortal forms.

“I should go, too.” Abigail pulled her long dark hair back in
a ponytail that brought her wide dark eyes and lovely cheek-
bones into prominence. The same hairstyle made Candy look
like a middle-schooler. “But first we’re having a sit-down.”

“Over what?” Candy looked at her watch, pretending to be
worried about time, when she was actually trying to avoid the
inevitable continuation of their argument over Justin. Espe-
cially since, having met him, Abigail would consider herself
an expert. “I have to get my Professor outfit ready for Sam.”

“This won’t take long.” Abigail led the way downstairs and
into the kitchen as if she owned it, took down a glass, filled
it with water and guzzled half. “We need to talk more about
this Justin thing.”

Candy slumped onto a stool and groaned, as if she hadn’t
expected those exact words. “Why?”

“He is gorgeous, Candy. Like oh-my-God gorgeous.”

Candy put her hands over her ears. “I do not need to hear
this.”

“Yes.” Abigail reached over the counter and yanked her
hands down. “You do.”

“Make it quick then, because I have to get ready and I think
I'm allergic to your lectures.”

“Did you see how he was looking at you?”

“Uh, yeah. He was looking at you, too. Because we
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were showing almost as much skin as Vegas showgirls. Ex-
actly what I was telling you about what the guy values in
women.”

“No. No, honey. This was not the look of a guy into your
body. This was the look of a guy into you.”

“Oh, really.” Candy made a sound of derision while her
heart did another triple flip.

“Really.”

“Then why doesn’t he ever pay attention to me when I'm
not dressed like a streetwalker? Why did he say no after his
party if he thinks I'm that amazing?” The anguish in her voice
surprised her.

“I don’t know. Maybe he’s a virgin. Maybe he was con-
stipated. Maybe he’d just found out his best friend killed
someone.”

“His best friend was at the party.”

“You know what I mean.” Abigail put her empty glass into
the sink. “The point is, what is so horribly wrong with a man
thinking you’re hot when you're half-naked?”

“Because that sex kitten part isn’t really me.”

“Your body isn’t you?”

“It’s a costume, it’s a put-on attitude.”

Abigail clutched the sides of her head. “Not this again.
Since grade school you’ve clung to this ridiculous idea that
you’re not sexy. Sometimes I felt like you were trying to be
invisible when we went out.”

“No, I was invisible next to you.”

“Give me a break. You just wanted to feel that way.” She
crossed to one of Candy’s food cabinets and scanned the con-
tents. “Worse, then you found a guy who made you feel even
more invisible and called it love.”

Ouch. Candy scowled at her. “Now you’re sounding like
Justin.”

Abigail’s head whipped around. “Justin? He said that?”
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“Well. Kind of.” She sighed and thumped her elbows on
the counter. “Yes. He did.”

“Oh, my God.” Abigail closed the cabinet without having
taken anything down, eyes wide with excitement. “This guy
is one of the fabled few.”

“What are you talking about?”

“A guy who has a clue. Seriously, Candy. He figured out
that much about you? It took me years. And for a little com-
parison, Ron and I had four dates before he stopped talking
about himself long enough to notice I was sitting across from
him the whole time. Even now, though I really have grown to
love him, and I think he’ll be a great dad, even now, he doesn’t
have what it takes to make the kind of observation this guy
made on your first meeting.”

“Second meeting.”

Abigail folded her arms. “You are a moron.”

“Don’t hold back.”

“I'm serious. If you become as determined not to see
this guy for what he is as you were determined not to see
Chuck...”

Candy found herself trembling, furious and oddly fright-
ened. “I was the only one who knew Chuck.”

“Because he barely let you leave the house so the rest of
us could get to know him, too.”

“That’s ridiculous. You can’t blame that all on him.”

“I don’t. Only half. The rest goes on you.”

“Abigail.” She gasped out her friend’s name. “I can’t believe
you—"

“I have good instincts. And my instincts are telling me that
this Justin guy is into you big-time, and not because you’ve
been dressing as Sexy Glamour Girl.” She came forward
and gripped Candy’s arm hard, but her features had gentled.
“Don’t you see, honey? If you turn your back on Justin now,
you’re also turning your back on yourself.”



11

CANDY SAT OPPOSITE SAM, smiling pure, attentive happiness
while inside her stomach felt as if it was trying to form itself
into a pretzel. He was such a nice man. Good-looking, in
shape, intelligent, opinionated without being obnoxious about
it, curious about the world, a reader, a traveler...

But her heart hadn’t done a triple flip when she met him
in the foyer of the Firefly Café. Not even a gentle somersault.
Only a feeling of warmth, like when a good friend walked into
aroom unexpectedly. Even after a couple of glasses of wine,
which could do wonders to expand friendship into attraction,
she wasn’t able to summon any tingles for him.

“Have you been to Cempazuchi?”

It was all she could do not to jump. “Yes. Once. The food
was very good.”

“I haven’t been. We should go there next time.”

“Mmm.” She smiled, experiencing a jolt of irritation that
he’d take her wanting a third date for granted. And yet, why
wouldn’t she?

The answer came easily. Because she could envision a line
of pleasant evenings stringing out as far as the eye could see,
and nothing about it made her jump up and down. His type
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would be happy to strand her, staying home every night, the
way Chuck—

She picked up her glass and took a huge swallow. Since
when had the life she had with Chuck seemed anything but
idyllic?

Oh, God, what if Abigail and Marie and her brothers and
pretty much everyone else she knew who had also known
Chuck were right?

A harsh woman’s voice sounded from a tiny room off the
main bar behind her. Candy had been in there once with
Chuck—she’d brought him here for a drink on his birthday one
December. There was a fireplace and banquettes lined either
side of the narrow space, with four tiny tables for couples who
wanted the snug feeling of a private room.

This woman sounded angry. And loud. She was cussing
out someone who wasn’t answering back.

“Whoa, what’s going on in there?”” Sam craned his long
neck. “Sounds like someone had too many drinks.”

“Whaddya mean you won’t sleep with me?”

Candy cringed. “Charming.”

“I won’t take no for an answer. You are much too cute.”

Shushing sounds were heard, then a low male voice.

“I don’t care if we just met. Or that you're dating someone
else.”

“Uh-oh.” Sam let out a nervous chuckle and adjusted his
glasses. “This doesn’t sound good.”

“One night. Tha’s all I want. C’mon. Once you’ve had me
you’ll never go back.

Ew. Candy sat, rigid with discomfort. Impossible to make
any conversation now. The rest of the bar had grown gradually
quieter, but a few giggles were heard after the last outburst,
and someone shouted out, “Go for it!”

The male voice swore quietly behind the privacy curtain.

“Come home with me!” She was almost screaming. “You
have to be with me.”
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Two burly male restaurant employees crossed the room
quickly, flung open the curtain. “What’s going on in here?”

“He tried to rape me!”

The crowd started laughing.

“Maybe the other way around!” some guy shouted.

More laughter.

By now Candy was feeling sorry for the guy Psycho-
Woman had trapped in there. Sorry until the male voice
sounded again.

“I don’t know her at all. I came alone tonight.”

Candy twisted to stare at the doorway to the little room.
No. No way.

A shriek, then a scuffle; the man’s head showed briefly
around the open curtain where he’d apparently been shoved
by Ms. Demon Fury.

Justin.

She no longer felt sorry for him. In fact, call her Ms. Demon
Fury 11.

What the hell? Why was he here when he knew she would
be? Had he followed her? Was he spying on her? Was he some
weird stalker? Candy would like to think she’d be able to tell
if a guy was missing that many screws, but she’d heard some
psychopaths appeared normal and trustworthy in every way
until it was too late.

She could barely think for the horror and confusion, afraid
she was going to be sick. Around her the crowd laughed and
jeered, competing with shouted off-color jokes at Justin’s ex-
pense.

Calm down, Candy, think this through. Stalker-guys usu-
ally showed up after women rejected them. But in this case
Justin had done the rejecting. So that didn’t fit the stereotype
at least.

But if Justin didn’t want her, why would he follow her here
tonight? It couldn’t be a coincidence. He’d asked her where
she was going on her date; his presence here was deliberate.
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Wauwatosa police arrived; the woman, who looked like a
man in drag, and Justin were escorted out of the bar. Candy
shrank back against the wall as he passed; he barely glanced
at her. Conversation gradually returned to normal around
them.

Candy didn’t think she’d ever return to normal.

How she made it through the rest of the date, she had no
idea. She could feel burning spots of color mounting on her
cheeks as she drank her third glass of wine and recklessly or-
dered a fourth. Sam was driving, Sam was paying, who cared
if as “the Professor” she shouldn’t be much of a drinker? Who
cared about anything except how furious she was, and how
forcefully she would give it to Justin when she got home. As
soon as Sam’s car was out of sight, she’d be crossing the street
to jab his doorbell all the way back into the woodwork.

An hour later, she was able to attempt exactly that, pushing
again and again, so hard she nearly hurt her thumb. The damn
thing kept popping back to glowing orange, ding-donging
inside as if she were announcing happy news with a pealing
of bells.

If he wasn’t in jail, if he had the balls to open the door to
her, knowing she’d most likely attempt to rip his head off, she
was going to...attempt to rip his head off.

The door opened. Justin stood there calmly. A long scratch
traveling from his cheek close to the outside of his eye looked
as though it would sting and make sleeping difficult.

Stop. She did not care if it hurt him. She did not care if he
had trouble sleeping.

“Candy.” He spoke quietly, didn’t look surprised or guilty.
“What are you doing here?”

“It’s my turn to stalk you.”

“Come in.” He stood back from the door. “I doubt the
neighbors want to hear this.”

She flounced in, turned to face him with her hands on her
hips. No worries about him seducing her tonight. She’d worn
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her glasses and was covered from under her chin to the tip of
her toes in thick, sensible earth colors. “What were you doing
at that bar?”

His eyes were almost cold. “T was watching you play with
your latest victim.”

“My what?”

“The guy you were with tonight. Who did he think he was
dating?”

“What are you talking about?” This was her rampage to
go on, not his. “Sam and I were having a nice time until you
and your one-night-stand wannabe hijacked the whole bar.”

“I have no idea who that woman was.”

“I don’t care about your love life. I want to know why you
showed up on my date.”

“I want to know why you have four profiles up at Milwau-
keedates.com.”

For a second she was taken aback, but on the way to being
ashamed, she stopped herself. She was not in the wrong in
this situation. No way was she admitting something that pri-
vate to Creepy Stalker Guy. “Because I chose to. What’s your
excuse?”

“I got matched up with you at Milwaukeedates, Candy.”
His voice was full of contempt, but also pain. “So did Troy.
So did quite a few other men. Marie has you working pretty
hard.”

“Marie is a good friend and she’s helping me out. How she
does that is none of your business.”

“I thought you were doing her a favor.” He threw her words
back at her.

She strode toward him, hardly aware of anything but her
desire to strangle him, thinking better of it at the last second,
both because she didn’t want to spend her life in jail and be-
cause he was a lot stronger than she was, and because even
now she didn’t trust herself to touch him. Instead she stopped
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an inch away and shot her next words right into his face. “You
can think whatever the hell you want.”

He didn’t back off. If anything, he came closer, pitching
his voice to a low taunt. ““You need the money that badly?”

“What money?” Despite the fury in her brain, she regis-
tered his stubbled jaw, his smooth, firm lips and how close
they all were.

Oh, God. She was getting turned on. By her rage, by this
man, by his nearness and his power.

This was entirely too twisted.

“There has to be money in it for you.” His eyes flicked down
to her mouth and back; his tone was slightly less harsh.

“Money in what?”

“Dating men for Marie.”

Outrage stole her breath. “You think I am dating men for
money? Do you know what that’s called?”

“Yes.”

She couldn’t speak for nearly ten seconds, only managed
a gasp. “How could you think—"

“I don’t. I can’t. No matter how much evidence...” He let
his head drop back in exasperation. “You're driving me com-
pletely insane, Candy.”

The way he spoke, in hoarse despair, the way he raised his
head and looked directly at her when he said her name, the
heat in his eyes, all made it hard to get back her breath. She
needed to find her outrage again. He’d practically called her
a whore, she should be—

His mouth found hers as if it was made for that purpose.
And even though she’d only kissed him a couple of times, even
though this savage angry kissing was unlike anything they’d
shared, the taste and feel of him was like coming home, and
she couldn’t even imagine why they hadn’t been doing this
nonstop since they met.

Except...
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She broke the kiss, but didn’t step back—not that she could
have with his arms holding her tightly. “Wait.”

He groaned his protest.

“Why are you kissing me?”” She heard the awe in her voice
and saw the confusion in his face.

“Because you’re the most beautiful, desirable, fun, funny,
full-of-life woman I’ve ever met, and even though I hate what
you’re doing I can’t get you out of my head.”

She frowned up at him. This made no sense. “But I'm
wearing glasses again. And a turtleneck. And brown pants.”

“What the— Why are you so obsessed with what you’re
wearing around me?”

Candy sighed. Abigail was right. It was time the two of
them did more talking and less assuming. “For the past couple
of weeks the only times you’ve seemed interested was when
I was Sexy Glamour Girl.”

“Sexy who whah?”

“Sexy Glamour Girl. One of my profiles. You were hot for
her, lukewarm for the others. No, tepid. No, icy.”

“Icy?”” He slid his hands down to her hips, coming danger-
ously close to resting them on her rear end. “Candy, I have
never felt anything for you but pure, sweet, gentlemanly ani-
mal lust.”

“What about when I was shoveling?”

“Oh, man, yeah.” His features softened into sexy amuse-
ment. “You were like a mummy all wrapped up. I wanted to
play archeologist and excavate.”

Hmph. “You had a strange way of showing it.”

“I was half-crazed on no sleep and deadline pressure. And
I had no shoes on.”

“What about when I showed up with the brownies?”

He started laughing, a low, sexy chuckle that made his eyes
glint mischievously. “I was flustered. I'd just had a dream
about you that I would very much like to come true some-
day.”
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She tried very hard to keep frowning, hands jammed on
her hips. “Oh?”

He nestled her snugly against him. “Oh.”

“I’'m not being paid by Marie for anything, Justin.” She
whispered the words, head lolling to one side as his mouth
explored her throat. “I’m just playing.”

His lips stilled. “With men.”

“With different parts of my personality. But not with you.”
She touched his face, hating the scratch now that looked so
raw. “Never with you.”

His struggle was so obvious now. She’d missed it before.
Struggling with whether he could trust her. And all she’d been
worrying about was her clothes.

“Tell me about your dream. The one that got you flus-
tered.”

“Hmm. One part I’d rather not re-create. No, two parts.”

“Tell me.”

He sighed with exaggerated resignation. “The part where
my old girlfriend shows up.”

“I think that woman did a number on you.” She couldn’t
believe her anger had dissipated so quickly into tenderness.
What was it about this man that kept her coming around, that
kept her wanting things to work out between them. Good
instinct or loneliness?

“I'm over it.” He started walking her backward toward the
stairs.

“Do you want me to do a number on you, Justin?”

“No, thanks.”

“Not even a nice number?”

“Such as...”

“Sixty-nine?”

He laughed. “That is a nice number.”

“What else didn’t you want to tell me about from your
dream?”

“The black satin jockstrap.”
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“You’ve seen me in a tiara and wings. I think I can han-
dle—"

“Oh, that Cupid outfit.” He looked like a man reliving one
of the best moments of his life. “You were so hot in that, I
could barely speak. Maybe you noticed.”

“Actually—" she flung him a sheepish glance “—I figured
you were overcome with loathing.”

“No. No loathing. Frustration, sure, annoyance, yup, but
never loathing.” They reached the stairs; he looked up the
flight, then down at her. “Lots of frustration, Candy.”

She knew what he was asking. They’d been at this juncture
twice before. Once she’d said no, the second time he had.
But like it or not, they’d been heading for it since they met.
Maybe he trusted her a little more now, maybe she trusted him
a little more, too, because she didn’t care so much about the
whys of his presence in the bar. It had something to do with
his misunderstanding of her role at Milwaukeedates. They’d
work it out.

“Let me guess.” She slid her arms up around his neck. “You
have something to show me in your bedroom.”

“As a matter of fact, I do.” He took her hands down, keep-
ing hold of one, and led her up three steps.

She followed, realizing how much she’d been wanting him
and how hard she’d been fighting against that wanting. It was
time now. For better or worse, no matter what happened, she
needed to do this. “That woman from the bar better not be
up there.”

“I promise.” Three more steps.

“Not your old girlfriend, either.”

“I promise again.” Three more, step, step, step.

“And you better not lead me on then kick me out.”

“I promise that, too.” Up at the top of the landing he turned
and pulled her close, kissed her as if the interval their lips
had been apart while they climbed the stairs had been unbear-
ably long.
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Which it had been.

“Answer me something, Candy.”

“Mmm?”

“I need to know this.” He stroked hair back from her face.
“I’ve met a lot of women since I've been here. Through Troy
mostly, but also a couple in bars, one at a Bucks game. Nice
women. Beautiful women. Sexy women.”

“That’s plenty, thanks.” She pretended to glare when he
chuckled. “What about all these hundreds of gorgeous, perfect
women?”

“Not much.”

“And your point is...”

“My point is.” He rested his forehead against hers. “Why
you?”

She had to swallow before she could speak. He felt the pull,
too, and was just as confused by it. ““You promise it’s not my
sexy outfits?”’

“Again with the promises!” He threw up his hands, let them
slap down. “My God, you’re demanding.”

Candy giggled so hard she made a terrible snorting
noise.

“Mmm, do that again,” he whispered. “That is soo hot.”

“Stop.” She got her giggles under control. Barely. “Stop
that.”

Justin grinned with such tenderness she grew quiet and
solemn almost immediately. A crazy hopeful shimmer started
in her belly, spread down low and then up to threaten her
heart.

He kissed her again, hands cupping her head, sweetly at
first, then as their lips clung and parted, clung again, her
shimmer turned warm, then hot. She didn’t think she’d ever
wanted anybody as much as she wanted this man, and if he felt
even some of the same way, then she thought she understood
what he meant when he asked, why her?

Why him? She didn’t understand it either, not fully.
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But right now, understanding wasn’t as important as feel-
ing. The thick softness of the hair at the nape of his neck, the
smooth taut muscle covering his shoulders, the firm pres-
sure of his mouth against her cheek, her temple, her lips, the
warmth of his hands sliding under her shirt and exploring the
bare skin of her back. He pulled her shirt over her head; she
helped him, lifting her arms, dropping them back down to
let her bra slide to the floor after he unhooked it with quick
fingers.

He steadied her against him, pelvises joined, upper bodies
apart. She knew he was looking at her half-nakedness, and
she tried not to tense or wait for judgment.

But the way he said her name, with awe and desire, made
her bold. She lifted her head and wondered why she’d been
denying herself the pleasure of his face. He wasn’t ogling or
leering, but studying, admiring. He lifted one hand, palm
flat, and slowly stroked it across her chest, barely brushing
her nipples, the stimulation gentle but wildly arousing for its
restraint.

Again, he passed his palm over, then back and again, until
a moan broke from her. He smiled, eyes holding hers, his that
magical deep brown. His palm curved, molded to her skin, his
caresses grew more urgent. Candy moaned again, and arched
back, pushing her pelvis against his, the bulge of his erection
hard and tantalizing between her legs.

His smile vanished; his eyes glazed. He took her hand and
led her over to his bed.

She stood waiting while he took off his shirt, unbuttoned
his jeans and stepped out of them. She seemed caught in some
spell that made her feel something significant and meaningful
was about to happen between them that involved more than
sex, which frightened and beckoned her with equal power.

He emerged from his clothes, muscular long thighs, broad
chest covered lightly with hair she couldn’t wait to touch, penis
reaching toward her as if it had a mind of its own. He stood
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before her, unself-conscious, eyes reading her, still dark but
no longer glazed. “You're sure you want this?”

“Oh, yes.” She laughed at the understatement. “I’'m just, I
don’t know, trying to take it all in emotionally.”

She closed her eyes briefly. Take it all in emotionally? For
heaven’s sake, he was going to think she expected a ring.

“I know what you mean. Whatever else, it’s always intense
between us.”

“Yes.” She reached to trace a line down his arm, a lump in
her throat. His beautiful features were too familiar somehow,
more than they should be for the short time she’d known
him.

He smiled slowly. Reached for her. “Hey, Candy.”

“Mmm?”

“Let’s make it even more intense.”

“Yes.” She rubbed her breasts against his chest lightly,
loving the coarse tickle on her skin. She took off her glasses,
pulled down her sensible professor pants and bent to lower
her panties. On the way up to standing, she surprised him by
taking the tip of his penis into her mouth, letting her tongue
roll around its edges, savoring the baby-smoothness of the
skin, the clean male taste and the drop of moisture that told
her she was turning him on.

His body froze; his breathing quickened.

Again and again she played his tip with her tongue, then
slid her lips the rest of the way down his erection, back out,
down again, establishing a firm rhythm then varying the speed
and pressure, keeping him off balance.

“Candy.” He put a hand to the back of her head, riding on
her rhythm. ““You have no idea how good that feels and how
sexy you look right now.”

She twisted, opening her lips, pulling her tongue along the
base of his penis, tipping her head back to meet his eye. She
felt female and powerful, smiling wickedly at his helpless
arousal, thrilled that she could please him this much.
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When she was with Justin, she felt as if part of her really
was Sexy Glamour Girl.

“Come here.” His hands gripped her upper arms; he pulled
her to standing. “You’re making me feel greedy.”

“I want you to feel good.”

“I still will.” He gestured her onto the mattress, retrieved
a condom from his nightstand, tossed it onto the bed and
followed. He lay next to her and drew her close, kissed her
cheek, her chin, her breasts, briefly taking each nipple into
his mouth for a gentle, sexy bite. His next kiss landed on her
stomach, he turned on his hands and knees and moved his lips
lower on her abdomen, his thigh up next to her shoulder.

Candy opened her legs, breathless with anticipation. She
felt his warm breath on her open sex, then the quick playful
flick of his tongue, once, twice. Her body shivered, jerked,
then he settled into a rhythm that poured heat through her.
She reached for his leg, brought his torso over her, and took
him back into her mouth. The angle made it easier to draw
him in farther; her arousal from his tongue’s dance gradually
increased the pace of her sucking to a frenzy. She lifted her
hips while moving her head up and down, taking him deep,
this angle, that one, not able to get enough. This contact, so
uninhibited, both of them giving and receiving pleasure was
new for her, new and wonderful.

She closed her eyes and disappeared into her other senses:
the heat, the male smell and taste, the sounds of their pleasure,
the rivers of desire flowing through her, and underneath it all,
a glowing warmth.

He broke away suddenly; her eyes narrowed back into relief
when she saw him diving for the condom. Impatience she
understood—and shared.

Condom on, he climbed over her, positioned his erection at
her entrance. She lifted, eager for him, and a shower of electric
sparks settled over and through her as he sank slowly inside,
the sensations thrilling not only her body but also her heart.
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She wrapped her arms around his wide back, lifting against
each thrust, panting as the in-and-out rhythm tugged on her
clitoris.

There was a hot, animal edge to the way he rode her that
surprised her, made her a little uneasy and turned her on be-
yond all reason. This was not polite I-love-you sex, this was
raw and powerful, primal and exciting. He lifted himself onto
his arms, changing his angle, and a new burst of lust flooded
her. Then he balanced on one arm while the other explored
her breasts.

She liked that, too; she liked it a lot, taking in short gasps
of surprised pleasure when his rough fingers began to play
with the line of pain.

“Am I hurting you?” he whispered. “It is too much?”

She shook her head, unable to believe what he was doing,
what she was letting him do, how exciting it was that he had
this mastery.

A minute later, when she was about to cry uncle, he rolled
to the side, taking her with him, looped her top leg over his
hip, gripping her thigh, still pushing into her. He kissed her
while his hand traveled over her hip to the crevice between
her buttocks and explored there, carefully, gently.

More new territory.

Candy made herself relax. Maybe there were still questions
unanswered between them, but there was no doubt she trusted
him here, with her body.

His finger slipped inside, kept rhythm with his penis; she
gradually accepted the intrusion, then let the new sensations
build, closing her eyes, breath stuttering as her body fought
for oxygen with her oncoming climax. Her head lifted from
the pillow; her cheeks burned. She gasped, gasped again,
struggling against something she didn’t understand, something
bigger than what he was doing to her.

“Candy.” His murmur was low, the tone strained. “T will
carry the picture of your face right now with me forever.”
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His finger went deeper; her gasp sounded like a sob. She
was so close now. So close.

“Let yourself go,” he whispered. “Let me feel you coming.
Grip me tighter, let me feel it.”

She moaned and let go, the spasm flooding her with ec-
stasy.

“Yes. Like that.” He waited out her pleasure, then rolled
her urgently onto her back, put one leg outside hers. “Pull
your thighs together.”

She obeyed, desire still on high. He rode her again, clutch-
ing her legs between his, the friction of his thrusts increasing,
building more desire.

“Justin.”

His mouth covered hers; their tongues tangled; his breath-
ing changed and she felt a deep satisfaction spreading through
her. Her arms enfolded him, hands burying in his thick hair,
and she suddenly had the answer to why she hadn’t been able
to stay away, why he drew her so profoundly: She was falling
for him.

A shock burst through her at the same time his accelerated
breathing peaked; he thrust in and held, releasing a groan she
felt in her chest as keenly as she felt the pulsing inside her.

Falling for him? She barely knew him.

And yet somehow, without even understanding how it could
be possible, she knew in her heart it was true.
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CANDY LAID STILL UNDERNEATH Justin, hardly able to breathe,
and not just because he’d gone heavy after his orgasm. She
was falling for him. That was what this was all about. That’s
why after so many times being sure she wasn’t going to give
the man any more chances, she kept doing it. Because her
subconscious knew he was a good thing, and it wouldn’t let
her give him up.

The subconscious was always supposed to be right, wasn’t
it?

Justin raised himself, made a quick trip to the bathroom
and was back moments later.

“Exhausted?”

“Happy.” He pulled her close, grinning. “I needed that.”

She laughed, though fear curled her insides. Just the sex?
“Me, t00.”

“Been a while?”

She nodded.

“Same here.” He took her hand, laced their fingers, strok-
ing her knuckle with his thumb. “But, boy, was it worth the
wait.”

Hope rose. With his face and body he’d be able to get lucky
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as often as he wanted. “You probably could have gotten some
much sooner from the woman in the bar.”

The instant horror on his face cracked her up. “Candy, let
me make this clear to you.”

“Ye-es?”

“That was not going to happen. Ever.” He squeezed her
hand. “In fact, the second I saw you, however many weeks
ago that was, I knew I was doomed. It was going to be you or
nobody.”

“Nobody?”” She turned giddy in an instant. “So if I'd said
no tonight, you would have gone the rest of your life with-
out—"

“Geez.” He feigned throwing the pillow at her. “Let me
have my sentimental hyperbole, okay?”

“Yes.” She nodded, her smile fading into tenderness she
tried to hide. “Very okay.”

“While you—" He scowled comically, pretending to be
angry, but she felt something real, too “—you were out to
get whatever you could from whomever you could all over
town.”

“No, no. I want to explain about that.” She struggled up
on her elbow, put her hand to his chest. “Marie pushed me to
start dating, only I couldn’t fill out the Milwaukeedates form
because I felt as if I had a lot of sides to my personality and
didn’t know how to present myself.”

“Go on.” He was watching calmly, but he’d let go of her
hand.

“So Marie suggested I put up four profiles and see which
one felt the most natural. It was supposed to be for fun, not to
confuse anyone. You were the only one who even noticed.”

He moved restlessly, apparently still processing. “I see.”

“You picked Sexy Glamour Girl, so that’s who you kept
getting. But Marie really thought we’d hit it off, and I really
hoped we would, too.” She rushed to finish. “That’s it. The
whole story.”
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“Okay.” He ran his hand over his face. “That explains a
lot.”

“Now it’s your turn.” The fear came back, acid in her stom-
ach. “What was going on tonight?”’

He positioned a hand under his head and stared at the ceil-
ing. “I had a roommate for a while in California, Bob Rondell.
Bob had certain weird paranoias, one of which was that the
dating site he signed up for hired hot women to tempt regular
guys into keeping up their subscriptions by going out with
them a few times, then disappearing and on to the next.”

Candy recoiled. “You thought I was doing that?”

“Er. Maybe.” He rubbed his chin sheepishly. “I did inves-
tigative journalism in California, and thought I was on to
another scandal here.”

“Oh, for—" She rolled her eyes. “You took me for a profes-
sional escort?”

“That night after the party you did try to seduce me.”

“Argh!” She clapped her hands over her ears. “You thought
I was coming on to you because of some financial arrange-
ment?”

“Yes.”

Candy didn’t pretend to whack him with the pillow, she let
him have it. Or tried to. He took one blow, stopped the next
and had her on her back a split second later.

“Thought. I thought. Thought is past tense. And no, I could
never quite become convinced.”

“The subconscious knows, huh?”

“I guess s0.” Justin smiled lazily into her eyes. “You defi-
nitely fascinated me.”

“Past tense!”

He kissed her mouth, her chin, her collarbone. “You fa-a-
ascinate me.”

“So if my seduction made me a pseudo call girl, what were
you when you tried to seduce me?”
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He pressed his lips together, thinking, then his face cleared.
“Horny?”

She pretended to push him off her, giggling.

“No, no, sorry, fa-a-ascinated.” He kissed her once more,
rolled over and sat up, ran his hand down her thigh then back
up. “I would like nothing more than to make love to you again
right now, but two things are stopping me.”

“One?”

“I’'m starving.”

“Two?”

“I'm thirsty.”

“Me, three.”

He climbed off the bed, pulled on boxers and a T-shirt, then
threw her a clean one from his drawer. “Wear this? There’s
nothing sexier than a hot girl wearing only a cool T-shirt.”

“Pervert.” She pulled it on happily and thumped downstairs
into his kitchen, a mirror image of hers, with the same tile and
cabinet style. His counters, however, had been modernized
to a warm, mottled beige finish that suited the room, and his
sink was stainless steel where hers was still the old porcelain.
As in the living room, he had plants on nearly every available
surface.

She gestured to them. “Antidote to winter?”

“Bingo.” He got down two glasses from his cabinet. “Juice?
Tea? Coffee? Milk? Beer?”

“Juice sounds good. Orange?”

“Orange.” He pulled out a carton and poured. “My mom’s
house was always full of plants. When we lived with Dad, we
had someone care for them. In the house she and I moved to,
if I hadn’t stepped in they would have died. Mom was big on
ideas, not so great on follow-through. I guess I got used to
having them around.”

“Like pets.”

“But quieter. What would you like to eat?”” He opened the
refrigerator. “I have, let’s see, homemade guacamole, tofu,
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hot dogs, sliced turkey—how about a turkey sandwich with
guacamole and chips?”

“That sounds delicious.” She sat at his kitchen table, mak-
ing a mental note to buy plants and find some way to remind
herself to take care of them. They were very cheering.

Justin pulled out a bowl of guacamole and set it on the table
with a bag of tortilla chips. “Tell me about your family. I've
talked about mine already.”

She drank juice, loving the special intimacy of conver-
sation after sex. “I grew up in Milwaukee, you knew that.
Basic middle-class existence. No golf course near our house,
but we did have a park nearby. I am the oldest, two younger
brothers who got away with murder while I wasn’t allowed
to walk down the block without a bodyguard. I told you that
already.”

“Yup. Daddy’s little girl. Mustard on your sandwich?”

“Please. And yes, Dad was over-the-top protective.”

“Yellow, brown or Dijon?”

“Dijon.”

“Whole grain or regular?”

She raised her brows. “The king of condiments! Regular
is fine.”

“Go on.” He retrieved a jar from the refrigerator. “Dad kept
you in chains and your brothers got away with everything.”

“Right. Of course, all that did was make me want to get
away from my parents and do whatever I wasn’t supposed
to.”

“The paradox of teenagers, the more you control them, the
less control you have.” He put the mustard back. “Though if
you don’t try to control them at all, the result is the same,
which was the case with me.”

“I think when I have teenagers I’ll hire someone else to
deal with them.”

“Oh, now there’s a good plan.” He put a sandwich down in
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front of her, piled high with turkey, swiss cheese and romaine
lettuce. “So you were wild, huh?”

She snorted. “Wild for me was telling them I was going
over to Abigail’s to study and then not studying.”

“Whoa.” He shook his head over his sandwich. “You're
lucky you weren’t arrested.”

“I’ll say. You said you weren’t either.”

“I came close once. My father intervened. But it scared me
into declaring an end to my rebel days.”

“How old?”

“Seventeen.”

Candy imagined him at seventeen, coming into manhood,
still struggling with his parents’ divorce, taking out his anger
in self-destructive ways until his natural good sense took over
from the testosterone. She could still glimpse the juvenile
delinquent in him now and then. So different from being with
Chuck. Exciting and dangerous in a sexy way that felt safe.

“I don’t think I ever really rebelled.”

“No time like the present.” He winked at her. “If what went
on upstairs just now was any indication I’d say you have plenty
of wild child in you.”

She giggled, torn between embarrassment and pleasure. “I
don’t know.”

“Do you remember when you said you jumped out of that
cake with nearly nothing on?”

“God, yes, that was so funny.”

“No, Candy.” He lowered his sandwich. “That was not
funny. I am getting hard again. Like the first time you told
me.”

She could only stare. She remembered telling him, but it
hadn’t been sexy at all. “You jumped off the couch like I'd
horrified you.”

“It was either jumping off the couch or jumping you. And
I wasn’t quite at the point where I felt comfortable doing that.
Which we’ve already gone into.”
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“Yes.” She squeezed her thighs together under the table.
The idea that he’d had to hold himself back from her was very
Sexy.

“Do you still have the outfit?”

“The pasties? Ugh, yes, I kept them somewhere, hidden
well away. I think I brought them out one Valentine’s Day,
but...” She shrugged. Chuck had been mortified. He wouldn’t
even look at her in the outfit, said it was cheap and beneath
her.

“But what?”

“They didn’t have the intended effect.” She wasn’t going
to set Chuck up for anyone else to tear down. “Another Val-
entine’s Day disaster.”

“You’ve had lots?”

“Well not lots, really. My ex wasn’t into the holiday. So we
never did the roses-and-chocolates-and-fancy-dinner thing,
which was always my girlhood fantasy. And disappointments
always seemed to plague the day for family and friends, too.
What about you? What do you think of Valentine’s Day? Silly
commercial manipulation or chance for all-out romance?”” She
waited, hating that his answer already mattered so much.

“I don’t think I was ever in a serious relationship on Val-
entine’s Day, so I acknowledged it but never went all out.” He
frowned and crunched down on a chip. “I can’t say I'm against
it on principle, but I have to feel love to celebrate it.”

“That makes sense.” She wished she hadn’t brought it up.
Valentine’s Day was four days away and now they were sort
of involved. Would he want to celebrate it with her? She took
a bite of sandwich, chewed self-consciously, aware he was
studying her, wondering what he was thinking.

“So you still have those pasties, huh?”

Laughter made Candy cover her mouth to keep her sand-
wich inside. “Mm-hm.”

“Wear them for me sometime?”

“The G-string, too?” She wrinkled her nose when he
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nodded, though she was happy to hear at least that he was plan-
ning to get naked with her again. “They’re so ridiculous.”

“Trust me. On you they would not look ridiculous.”

She made a dismissive gesture, but had already started
glowing inside. He did that glowing thing to her fairly often.
She could get used to it. ““You're sweet to—"

“I’'m not being sweet.” He pushed his plate out of his
way, leaned forward on his elbows; the potency in his eyes
convinced her. “Tell me what the costume looked like. Ex-
actly.”

“Exactly?” Her urge to giggle was incinerated by his gaze.
“It was...tiny.”

“Tiny.” The gaze traveled to her breasts, which tightened
under his T-shirt. “How tiny?”’

“The top was just hearts. Red ones. Sequined. The size of
apricots.”

“How did you get them to stick?”

“Double-sided tape. I was too embarrassed to wear only the
pasties so I sewed straps to their edges and tied them around
my neck and back. It looked like a super-tiny bikini clinging
to the tips of my breasts.”

He reached down under the table, adjusted, brought his
hand back up again. “Tell me more.”

“The bottom was another heart. With fabric strings.”

“Thong?”

“Yes.”

“How many guys were there?”

“About a dozen.”

“Tell me what they did when they saw you.”

“Shouted a lot. Stared a lot.” She didn’t tell him she’d been
so convinced she looked ridiculous that she’d jumped out of
the damn cake nearly in tears, and had been astounded by the
roar of approval.

“What did you do?”

“There was loud music. I danced, or more accurately undu-
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lated, for a while, kissed the groom, then got the hell out of
there.”

“Did he touch you?”

“He grabbed my ass when I kissed him. Both cheeks.”

“Take off your shirt. Slowly.”

She caught her breath, reached down and pulled it off, the
warm air of his kitchen teasing her breasts, but not as much
as his eyes did. “Will there be anything else, sir?”

“Stand up.”

She stood, mutely waiting, getting crazy turned-on.

“Show me where the top was on your body.”

She drew hearts around her nipples, taking her time, one
breast first, then trailing her finger through the middle of her
cleavage moving to the other.”

“Now the bottom.”

She traced the bottom, heart-shaped over her naked sex,
then turned and jutted out her rear, followed the path of the
thong.

His breath hissed in sharply; his chair scraped back. Strong
hands caught her around the waist and swung her toward the
table where she landed bent over, supported on her hands,
head tipped so her hair tumbled nearly to the abandoned bag
of chips. She swept it away, moved the dishes, felt him part-
ing her legs farther, heard the swish of lowering boxers, the
unrolling of another condom. Then the rigid push of his penis
inside her, an inch at a time, stopping instantly when she gave
a gasp.

“Hurting?”

“No, no, keep going.” It did hurt a little, but the pain was
part of the pleasure, the thrill of being taken like this by
someone she trusted.

She felt again that swell of emotion that she’d fought for so
long. Love? Maybe. But wilder and freer than anything she’d
felt before. She felt wilder and freer than anything she’d felt
before.
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He started to move; she braced herself against the tabletop,
pushing back against him, bumping savagely into his pelvis
each time, relishing the grunts and moans, the animal nature
of their coupling.

And yet...

His hands were gentle, reverent, stroking her back, long
sweeps over her muscles, then under and across to tease her
breasts with light caresses. The combination was pure aph-
rodisiac, everything she could want: passion, lust, but also
respect and consideration.

She could only hope more came with that.

But with that hope also came the startling realization that
more had already come with that. She liked herself again.
The strength she’d been needing to put her relationship with
Chuck on the shelf had become part of her. She’d found within
herself a solid foundation of sanity and self-reliance. Ironic
that by engaging her heart, Justin had also given it freedom
and independence.

Whether he ended up falling in love with her or dumping
her back onto her single butt—either way, from now on Candy
Graham was going to be fine.

MARIE WALKED INTO ROOTS, not sure if she hoped Quinn
would be there or not. On the one hand, she did want to see
him. She was upset. This guy Troy had shown up at Milwau-
keedates.com, and after Marie had done all she could to help
him realize what he wanted, and help him see how they could
get him there, it turned out he was a friend of Justin’s.

Even during their interview something had been nagging
her. Only later when she connected him to Justin, did she
figure out the parallel. Both had been closed off, analyzing
her more than wanting to be analyzed, and only after careful
prodding on her part did they reluctantly get to a place where
they seemed sincere about wanting to find someone. Troy’s
last girlfriend was playing manipulative games, so he was
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obviously drawn to female strength, which was why Marie
showed him Candy’s Superwoman profile. He needed that fe-
male strength to be decent and true, not bullying that covered
insecurity.

Marie had sincerely thought Troy might be a good way
to get Candy back on the horse, so to speak, and that Candy,
hurting from Justin’s disinterest, might be just what Troy
needed.

But his reaction to seeing Candy’s profile had been Marie’s
next tip-off that something wasn’t right. He’d stared at the
picture for a few seconds, then fixed Marie with a look that
had baffled her at the time. Accusation or contempt, maybe?
No reaction she’d ever seen before to a beautiful woman. Then
he’d launched into a bizarre rant about how gorgeous she was
and how he couldn’t wait to go out with her.

Marie was still baffled. Justin got tired of Candy so de-
cided to pass her on to his friend? If that was the case, why
go through a dating site? Why not just introduce her to Troy?
If Justin found out about the duplicate profiles, why didn’t he
talk to Candy about it or come to Marie? Why send a friend?
Nothing made sense, but whatever Justin was playing at, Marie
didn’t like it.

Nor did she enjoy the current dilemma: whether to call
Candy about all this. That’s where she thought Quinn might
be able to help her. He knew how men thought—particularly
manipulative or predatory men—and might be able to shed
some light on what Justin could be thinking, and how much
Marie should tell Candy to protect her.

She slid onto a chair at the bar, smiled at Joe and ordered a
Prufrock, uncomfortable with her reasoning. If Marie didn’t
know Quinn, she’d talk the problem over with girlfriends, who
would serve her well. She was afraid she was now making up
excuses to speak to him. Not good.

Darcy had finally called back with the expected rejection
of the idea of meeting Quinn, even for coffee, and Marie
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had been guiltily relieved. Not good either. Her feelings were
confused enough where Quinn was concerned. She couldn’t
let a silly, unrequited crush get in the way of a match she was
convinced would be good both for Darcy and Quinn. She
needed to settle herself firmly into the “sister” role he saw her
in, and treat him like the brother figure she’d said he was.

Half an hour later, he still hadn’t showed. Marie shame-
facedly ordered a sandwich and another drink, knowing she
should have gone home to prove she hadn’t become so hung
up on a guy that she’d deliberately change her routine to put
herself in his way, a tactic she associated with junior high
school. But she’d ordered the sandwich and the second drink,
now she was stuck finishing them.

Right. Because it was illegal to order food and leave?

A few bites into the sandwich, Quinn showed up, easing his
athletic frame into the seat next to her, causing a rogue blush
to climb onto her cheeks and have itself a nice ride around
her face.

“Hey, Marie. I'm late tonight, huh?”

“Are you?” She glanced at her watch, hating herself for
playing such a silly game. Why couldn’t she just say Yes, 1
waited for you so long I got hungry? Friends could say some-
thing like that easily. “I guess you are.”

Oh, Marie.

“You didn’t miss me?”

She made herself smile at him. Deep breath, too. “Of
course I did. I waited so long I got hungry.”

It didn’t work. The words, which were supposed to come out
lightly, caught in her throat and sounded like blame. Exactly
the way people acted when they started to imagine themselves
into more of a relationship than they were in. How often had
she counseled clients out of that trap?

“I got tied up at the office.”

Classic male cover for “I’ve been with a woman,” though,
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ha, the tied-up part could be true. Now he was showing up to
chat with his sister-clone with another women’s scent still—

Stop. Stop now. Marie pushed away her drink and sum-
moned every ounce of strength she’d developed over the last
years as a scorned wife turned entrepreneur. “That’s nice.
Especially since you don’t have an office.”

He laughed. “Can’t get anything past you.”

“Hey, Quinn, the usual?” Joe put a napkin in front of
him.

“Yes, thanks.” He swiveled his chair so he was half facing
Marie. “How’ve you been since Saturday? We were going to
go to dinner sometime. I haven’t forgotten.”

“I've been okay.” She ignored the dinner part. If he wanted
to go, he’d have to issue a real invitation, not a general in-
tention. “I have sort of an issue at work right now, with a
friend.”

“Yeah?”” He nodded absently to Joe, pulling the drink to-
ward him, but his attention was all on Marie. “Can you talk
about it?”

“I set a friend up with someone I'm discovering might not
have the world’s best intentions. And I’'m not sure what my
duty to her is, since it’s mostly instinct on my part, nothing
really wrong, just a few things that aren’t adding up.”

“Hmm.” He moved his fingers restlessly on the bar. He had
fine hands, large and capable-looking. Of course. Couldn’t he
have a weight problem or a shriveled limb to put him more on
her level? “Is she the type men can take advantage of?”

“Can and have.”

“Are you close to her?”

“We're friendly. Both members of Women in Power. We
have lunch once in a while. But not girlfriend-close, no.”

“What’s your instinct?”

Marie laughed. “Besides visiting the gentleman in question
with a castrating device?”

“Oof.” Quinn pressed his legs together. “I like the mama-
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bear loyalty. The punishment, not so much. So yes, besides
that.”

“My instinct is to call her and warn her. I don’t think they’re
dating right now, but last I talked to her, she was hurting and
likely to crawl back if he beckoned. She really likes him. My
other instinct is to mind my own business and let her make
her own mistakes. My other other instinct is to admit I don’t
know this guy at all, and trust her to do the right thing.”

“Those all sound like good instincts, Marie. The initial
one, the other one and even the other other one.”

“Thanks.” She pretended frustration, hiding pleasure at his
compliment. “I just don’t know which good instinct is the one
to listen to.”

“Well, if I can offer a suggestion?”

“Please. I'd like your opinion.”

“As aman.”

She turned away, played with the straw in her drink, then
realized she was pulling it up and down suggestively. “As a
friend.”

“Okay. As a friend.”

Was she crazy or did he sound disappointed? She snuck a
peek at his smooth, untroubled face.

She was crazy.

“My advice would be to lay the case in front of her without
giving judgment or opinion, and let her make her own deci-
sion. To hold back feels wrong, and to jump to some conclu-
sion and warn her off without knowing all the facts feels
wrong, too. It’s a middle-lane approach, and this way you
don’t risk clouding anything with emotion.”

Right. Clouding things with emotion. Good advice. She
needed to keep it in mind herself.

“Thanks, Quinn. I think you’re right. I'll do that.”

“You're welcome. How’s that sandwich?”

She relaxed all of a sudden. “Delicious. Want a bite?”
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“I was thinking of ordering my own and joining you for
dinner.”

“By all means.” She smiled and raised her glass to him,
not even flinching when two young, attractive women sat at
the bar and elbowed each other, staring at Quinn.

Friendship was good, dependable and something he’d give
her that he’d never give those younger babes. Marie would just
concentrate on enjoying it.
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CANDY CAREFULLY SPREAD buttercream frosting onto an-
other cupcake, butt-boogying in time to Sheryl Crow’s “All
I Wanna Do” blasting from her iPod in its docking station.
She could barely concentrate on what she was doing. Every
ten or twenty seconds her body was urging her to break into
a giddy dance all around her kitchen, then into the living
room, then back. Valentine’s Day was a day away and she was
finally dating a man who might enjoy celebrating it with her.
Worse, February was doing one of those spring-is-coming
teases, temperatures nearing fifty, sun pouring over the city,
snow shrinking and steaming like the Wicked Witch of the
West in her final moments.

Who could work under conditions like this? Completely
inhumane to expect it. However, Mrs. Abernathy’s party had
to go on; she was a good customer who loved to entertain, so
Candy would work.

The phone? Candy rushed to turn down the iPod for some
quiet. Yes, phone. She shouldn’t answer. She should finish the
cupcakes so she could take them to Mrs. Abernathy’s house
and make sure everything was in order for tomorrow, even
the tacky Cupid costumes.

What if it was Justin?
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She ran for the phone, peered at caller ID. Yes! It was him.
Oh, she was weak.

“Hi there.” Her voice sounded bubbly and young.

“You been out running?”” His voice was deep and male and
sent through her body chills that guaranteed her voice would
become even more breathless.

“No, I'm...I ran to get the phone.” She rolled her eyes.
Yeah, for someone who did three miles a day, running sev-
eral feet would be enough to wind her. “And I'm frantically
busy.”

“I can call back if you—"

“No!” She’d been trying to explain the breathlessness, not
cut the call short. “It’s fine. I was needing a break.”

“What are you doing?”

“Frosting cupcakes.”

“Yum. What kind?”

“Chocolate.”

“And the frosting?”’

“Buttercream.”

“Mmm. That gives me an idea.”

She sank onto a stool, her body coming alive at his tone.
“What’s that, Justin?”

“Why don’t you come over with your frosting and find
out?”

She closed her eyes, imagining him spreading the creamy
softness onto her breasts, his warm tongue licking it off. “Oh,
my.”

“You’ll come?”

“Getting close just thinking about it.”

“Same here.”

“But...” Candy snapped herself briskly out of the day-
dream. “I can’t.”

“Cold water on my hot fantasy!”

“I know, I'm cruel. I have to get these cupcakes done, then
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delivered to Mrs. Abernathy, and while I'm there check on the
decorations and food and music and...you get the picture.”

“It’s not as much fun as the other picture I was getting.”

“I know.” Candy sighed wistfully.

“Can I see you tomorrow night?”

“Well, sure.” She tried to sound perky and casual. Valen-
tine’s Day. Of course! But how would he want to celebrate?

“Restaurants will be jammed, but we can get takeout,
maybe hang out and watch a movie?”

“Sure, that sounds great.” It would be. She’d tell herself
that firmly and mean it. Much too soon in their relationship
for her to be expecting him to put on the Ritz. He’d said he
only did that if he felt love. Hanging out with her was plenty.
Candy was not going to go all spoiled-brat disappointed over
this.

“We could watch some classic like...”

In spite of herself, she waited hopefully for a romance title:
Sleepless in Seattle? Casablanca? Romeo and Juliet?

“One of the early Star Wars movies.”

Star Wars. Was there any possible way that could be con-
sidered romantic?

No.

At least they could have good food. Maybe she could con-
tribute the meal. Smoked oysters or salmon, beef tenderloin,
raspberries, some kind of French pastry or

“With take-out pizza.”

That was fine. Pizza was fine. Practical certainly. They
could eat it by candlelight maybe.

“I was also thinking...”

“Yes?” She was still hopeful. Ever hopeful.

“..of all the things I'll want to do to you after the
movie.”

She smiled. Now they were talking. Many guys who
couldn’t express romantic feelings substituted sexual ones.
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This was not a bad thing. And the way her body reacted to
him was definitely not a bad thing.

“You mean like...” She pitched her voice into sultry terri-
tory. “Make me clean up the kitchen?”

“Oh, yeah, that’s what I'm talking about.”

She clamped down laughter, spirits rising again. “T’ll scrape
your scraps, boy. Scrub your stubborn spots.”

“Mmum, tell me more.”

“Then I’ll rub down all your surfaces. And if you're really
good...”

“Ye-e-es?”

“I’ll squeeze your sponges.” She had to pull the phone away
from her mouth to let out a snort.

“You know you are turning me on, Candy. Even joking
around.”

“Really?” She returned to her normal voice, or as normal
as her voice could get when she was euphoric and turned on
herself.

“Really. Want to do me a favor?”

“I probably shouldn’t. What is it?”

“Go into your living room and sit on your couch.”

“Justin...”

“Hey, bay-bee, you know you want to.”

She laughed at the cliché and the grin in his voice. “Tell
me you didn’t just say that.”

“Say what? I didn’t say anything.” He made a crackly noise.
“Bad connection.”

“Uh-huh. What will I do on the couch?”

“Show me your beautiful cushions.”

She burst into more laughter. When had she ever had this
much fun talking to a guy on the phone? “What’s in it for
me?”

“An orgasm that will bring human sexual consciousness
to a new level?”
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“My goodness.” She shouldn’t do this. But she had a feeling
she would.

“Seriously, I don’t want to bug you, Candy. If you have
things you have to do, do them.”

“Don’t you have a chapter to write?”

“I tried. Believe me. But all I could think about was how you
look, how you taste, how you feel around me. It’s hopeless.”

“Hopeless, huh?”” It was anything but.

“And you’ve been frosting just fine, I suppose.”

“Just fine. No problems.” She sauntered into her living
room, perched on the edge of her sofa. “I seem to be sitting
on my couch.”

“Yeah? Hmm. I think you’re wearing too many clothes.”

“How do you know what I’'m wearing?”’

“I'm at my window. I can see your head and shoulders.
White shirt. Long sleeves.”

She turned and found him standing at his second-floor
window, phone pressed to his ear. He waved. A car passed.
Otherwise the block was silent and still.

She took off her shirt.

“You're beautiful.”

His voice was low, reverent. She shivered in delight. “Do
you get to keep your clothes on?”

“Yes. Keep going.”

She unhooked her bra, slid it off, listening to his breathing
accelerate slightly. “Done.”

“Now pants.”

“I’ll have to stand up.”

“If anyone walks by I'll tell you.”

She hesitated only for a second then stood, took down her
jeans and stepped out of them.

“Panties. Slowly.”

She worked them down. Between the room’s cool air and
the imagined heat of Justin’s gaze, so private in a public venue,
she could feel every inch of her skin in sensuous detail.
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Panties got twirled around her finger and tossed across
the room. He gave a half laugh, half groan. “Perfect. You're
perfect.”

She kept her back to him, glanced at the street, one way
then the other. No one. She turned slowly and stood, feeling
stupidly naked and vulnerable until she heard his reaction, a
long, low sound that flooded through her body and focused
her attention on the way he made her feel—strong, female and
powerful, the rest of the block be damned. She wanted him
shamelessly, his skin against hers, his tongue and breath and
fingers all over her.

“Touch yourself.”

“Where?”

“You choose.”

“I could be arrested.”

“You won’t be.”

She started shyly, using her finger to draw a line up the
middle of her stomach.

“Mmm, yes, like that.”

His words gave her courage. She flattened her hand and
passed it gently over the tips of her breasts, brushing her nip-
ples the way he had their first night. His low moan made her
smile.

“You're watching out for people?”

“No one will see you but me.”

A new song started, “It’s Only Love.” Candy closed her
eyes and swayed back and forth, humming softly. I think I
met my match again.

“You’re killing me.”

“Yeah?” She cupped her breasts and pushed them up, of-
fering them to him, circling her nipples with her thumbs, en-
joying the stimulation, enjoying his pleasure more. She could
see him at his window, one arm bent over his head, leaning on
the glass, the rest of his body solid and still, broad shoulders
tapering to his jeans. She focused on remembering the feel of
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his erection between her legs, reliving the instant before he
slid inside her the first time, so soft and so strong, insistent,
unyielding.

The memory sent tingles down between her legs. She sent
her fingers after them; the tingles became an unbearable ache.
“Justin.”

“Mmm.”

“I want you inside me.”

His breath drew in sharply over the phone. “What about
your cupcakes?”

“Screw the cupcakes.”

“Tempting as that is...”

“Come over, Justin,” she whispered. “I’'m naked and wet
and I want you.”

She disconnected the call; his form disappeared from the
window. A few seconds later, he was striding out his back
door, down his driveway, a man on a mission. She lay down
on the couch, legs open, not a way she’d ever greeted any man
before, but it felt completely safe.

Her front door opened. Closed. He appeared around the
corner and she caught her breath as she always did. He walked
toward her, taking off his shirt. A few more steps and his
pants were unbuttoned, unzipped; his cock emerged, fully
erect. He put a condom on in record time, knelt between her
legs. His palm landed possessively over her sex; she squirmed
impatiently against the warm pressure. “Do I need to wait,
Candy?”

“No.” She shook her head, pulled her knees up to her shoul-
ders, caught in the upsurge of lust and vulnerability that made
her feel sexually daring and emotionally shy. “Don’t wait.”

He broke their gaze to look down, hands on either side of
her hips. “You are so beautiful spread for me like that.”

“Come inside me.”

“Now?” He took hold of his erection, used the tip to rub
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against her, up to her clit, around her sex, back up again, teas-
ing her with the promise of his first thrust.

“Please.” She tried to wiggle forward but he held her back
with a firm hand on her sternum, rubbing, circling, teasing,
pushing in an inch, pulling out and circling again. “Justin.”

Another inch. She reached between his legs, encircled his
penis and tried to pull it farther into her. When he resisted,
she reached farther, took his balls in her hand and squeezed
gently, manipulated the small pebbles in the larger, softer sac.
His body stiffened. He closed his eyes.

She had him, tugging, twisting gently, then skimming the
outline of the bundle, making him shudder with pleasure.
She took hold again, used her thumb to stroke the sensitive
spot on the underside of his penis at the base, where the skin
changed texture.

He clenched his jaw; his breathing became labored. When
she thought she’d tortured him to the point of desperation, she
lay back, knees bent up again, spread wide for him.

“Now, Justin,” she whispered.

He plunged to the hilt, where he stayed, arms flung around
her, pushing her back against the soft cushions of the couch
with his body, keeping her there, still and silent except for
their ragged breathing. Candy’s body caught fire, nerve end-
ings registering every sensation, from the bulk of his cock
filling her to the strength of him pinning her to the couch, to
the warmth of his uneven exhale against her cheek.

His hips moved; he pulled slowly, slowly out, tugging de-
liciously at the walls of her vagina, then reentered, slowly
again, still holding her captive.

Again, pull out. Push in. She wanted more, wanted to come;
she couldn’t bear to be still any longer, yet couldn’t bear to
move and break the spell. But it wasn’t enough, this slow slide;
she had to have more.

“Harder,” she whispered. “Please, harder.”

He wouldn’t, the bastard, but kept up the easy slide while
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heat built through her, teasing and simmering, still not enough
to get to a full boil. Her head fell back in frustration, her lips
parted. He took advantage, kissing her, his tongue entering her
mouth, withdrawing for a sweeter kiss, then entering again,
sending her even higher.

Finally when she was on the brink of clawing and biting,
his thrusts began to build in speed and intensity until she was
clawing and biting, desperate for the release she knew he was
about to give her. He pulled away; she protested, missing his
warmth and closeness, but his thumb found her clitoris and
she gave in to her climb to the top, watching him watching
the pleasure on her face, then looking down at their joining,
his hard length disappearing, reemerging, disappearing again,
his thumb working her.

Candy went over the edge, crying out; he lunged, caught
himself bent-armed on the back of the couch, pushed roughly,
lost control of his breathing, then gave a hoarse moan and
sank into her one more time.

She loved him. This had been raunchy, wonderful sex,
not the tender and emotional kind an announcement like that
would fit, but she loved him. She wanted to open her mouth
and tell him, but fear held her back. Just because her feelings
had come rushing up with her orgasm didn’t mean he felt it,
too. She felt love; he felt pizza and a movie.

“Candy.” He helped her put her stiff legs down, gathered
her in his arms; she burrowed there, drinking in his scent and
proximity. “I don’t know if you figured it out yet, but you turn
me on.”

She swallowed the thickness in her throat and smiled. Yes,
she knew she turned him on. But she wanted to do a lot more
than that. “It was incredible.”

Really incredible. She loved him. Crazy loved him. She
couldn’t stop thinking it; her heart was bursting with the
knowledge.

“I'm sorry I took you away from your cupcakes.” His ex-
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pression turned confused. “Wait, what am I saying? No, I'm
not.”

She laughed, giving his joke its due, made sure her voice
was clear and light when she answered. “I’'m not either.”

“I suppose you need to get back to them now.”

She didn’t give a crap about the cupcakes. She wanted to
go upstairs with him and lie in bed the rest of the afternoon,
the rest of the evening, the rest of her life.

“That’s what I thought.” He’d mistaken her silence, pulled
out of her gently and got to his feet, found her clothes and
started putting his on.

She dressed, too: panties, bra, jeans, shirt, socks, slippers,
thanks for the afternoon delight and goodbye.

At her front door, he pulled her into his arms. “I hate leav-
ing. I want to stay in bed with you the rest of the day. The rest
of the night, in fact.”

The rest of our lives? “Me, t00.”

He kissed her, tenderly, sweetly, lingeringly, put his fore-
head against hers. “Tomorrow, okay?”

Valentine’s Day. “Yes.”

“We’ll have fun.”

“We will.”

He kissed her again. “I'm glad I found you, Candy. This
feels so good. And so...good.”

“Well, good.” She grinned up at him. Had he been about
to say something else? “That’s good.”

“Yeah, um, yeah.” He rolled his eyes, chuckling. “I’'m get-
ting out of here, I promise.”

“Bye.” She shut the door after him and collapsed against it,
momentarily drained. Then, like a smitten teenager, she ran
to her living room and peeked through the window to watch
him walk home.

When he disappeared from view, she reluctantly returned
to the kitchen without paying the slightest attention to what
she was doing until she found herself washing the bowl and
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realized the last dozen or so cupcakes were frosted. Next task:
she filled a piping bag with red gel icing and started forming
groups of hearts on each.

The phone rang. She started and hurried to check.

Not Justin. Marie.

“Hey, Candy girl, what’s going on?”

“Frosting is going on. What’s up with you?”” More than
frosting was going on. Much more. She was falling for a ter-
rific guy and didn’t know whether he was falling for her or if
he ever would.

“I want to talk to you about Justin.”

Now there was a coincidence. Except Marie wasn’t sound-
ing happy about the prospect. “What about him?”

“A guy named Troy came into my office the other day.”

“I know Troy.” Candy picked up her piping bag again. “I
recommended he contact you. I'm glad he went. He can’t get
his old girlfriend out of his system.”

“You sent him to me?”

“Yes. Did you find someone for him?”’

“Uh-huh.”

“Oh, good! Tell me about her.”

“She’s about your height, your body type, your coloring,
your personality, your address, your phone number...”

“You matched him up with me?” Candy readjusted the
phone between her ear and shoulder. “I don’t think that’s go-
ing to work.”

“Candy, he was delighted. More than delighted. Eu-
phoric.”

“He...was?” She frowned. He hadn’t seemed anything more
than polite to her at Justin’s party. She didn’t get an “inter-
ested” vibe at all.

“Justin is his friend, right?”

“Yes, they’re writing the book together.” She started to see
what Marie was driving at. “No, no, he seems like a com-
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plete sweetheart. Not the type to move in on his friend’s love
interest.”

“I thought you weren’t Justin’s love interest anymore.”

“Oh, um, well. That changed.” She couldn’t help her smile.
“Radically.”

“Oh.”

Decided lack of enthusiasm.

“It’s fine, really, Marie. In fact, it’s wonderful. He thought—"
Candy sighed. How was she going to explain all this? “He was
investigating me. And you.”

She managed to get the rest of the story told. But where she
expected Marie to laugh with relief that Justin was shooting
straight, her friend was oddly quiet.

“So he was dating you only as a means to a story?”

“Not only, but yes. It explains all his cold/hot behavior,
everything.” For some reason she felt a little sick, and it wasn’t
from too much frosting on an empty stomach.

“You really like this guy, huh.” It wasn’t a question.

“I do.” Candy had to wipe her eyes with the sleeve of her
decorating smock. She couldn’t believe she was getting even
this close to a second chance after a relationship as special
as what she had had with Chuck. She must have felt this
alive and exciting and new with Chuck at the beginning, too.
Though it seemed most of her memories were of feeling qui-
etly content.

“Can you trust him, Candy?”

“Yes.” She answered too quickly, with too much emphasis.
“I mean as much as...”

“As much as you can trust anyone who has been manipulat-
ing you.”

Candy sighed. Why did her friends work so hard to burst
all her bubbles? First about Chuck, now about Justin. “I think
he’s telling the truth this time, Marie. I know he is.”

“Okay. It’s just that after Chuck...”

“What about Chuck?”



190 Turn Up the Heat

“I'm sorry. I've already said too much.”

Candy abandoned her cupcakes. “You don’t trust my judg-
ment, is that it?”’

“I didn’t say that.” Marie’s voice lacked conviction.

“Not in exact words, no.” She banged the piping bag
onto the table. Red gel squirted onto her white work surface
where it would need to be wiped immediately or it would
leave a stain. Her body was shaking—from anger, from fear,
or some combination. Which meant her friend had hit a hot
button. What? She didn’t trust Justin? She didn’t trust her own
judgment?

“Candy, I am sorry. Truly. I'm butting in once again where
I don’t belong. I just don’t want you to be hurt. Please be care-
ful.”

Candy took a deep breath, then another. “I will be.”

She ended the call, furious that her beautiful idyllic mood
had to be spoiled by anything as ridiculous as caution and
maturity and common sense.

Yes, she loved the fantasy of love as much as the next
person. Which was probably partly why she’d always wanted
an over-the-top Valentine’s Day. Maybe she had idealized her
relationship with Chuck to a certain extent. Maybe she was
in danger of doing it again with Justin.

But she couldn’t believe he was manipulating her. Not after
what they shared last night and just now.

The phone rang again. Justin this time. It had to be. He’d
make her feel better, get rid of this ridiculous self-doubt.

No, an unlisted number. “Hello?”

“Candy Cane. It’s me.”

Her eyes bugged wide. Oh, my God. Not Justin. Chuck.

“You there, honey?”

Honey? “I'm here.”

“I thought I’d give you a call to say hi. It’s been so long,
and I’ve missed you. I wanted to hear how you were doing.”

“I—" How to answer that with any honesty and coherence
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when Chuck was asking? Chuck! Candy couldn’t believe she
was hearing his voice. And yet, oddly, it had always seemed
impossible she never would again. “I'm fine.”

“Do you miss me?”

What the hell? If he’d asked her that a month ago, maybe
even a couple of weeks ago... “What’s going on with
Kate?”

“That’s over, baby. I was crazy. It’s not the same. She
wasn’t—I made a mistake.”

Candy closed her eyes, trying to control her temper. “A
mistake? Breaking my heart into tiny splinters and stomping
all over them was a mistake?”

“It took losing you to realize what we had.”

Her temper refused to be held back any longer. “Sounds
like it took losing her to make you realize what we had. You
lonely now, Chuck? Life not as fun as it was?” She thought
of all those long nights she’d spent crying in bed, trying to
understand why he’d left her, how he could have given up on
something so special.

“I don’t blame you for being angry. But I’d like to see you.”
He was clearly off balance, surprised by her reaction. What
did he think, that she’d come running back without so much
as a second thought? Is that how little he respected her or
thought she respected herself? She was shaking with fury;
she couldn’t believe the clean, hard depth of it.

“I’'m really busy, Chuck. I'm sorry.”

“Are you seeing someone?”’

“Yes. I am.”

“It’s not like it was with us, is it?”

Candy couldn’t respond intelligently. Apples and oranges.
Someone solid and dependable she’d known for years, some-
one new and exciting she’d only recently met.

“I know how that is, Candy, when someone seems fresh
and fascinating. You think it’s the real thing so you follow it.
But it’s not, it’s like a soap bubble, enticing for a while, but
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it doesn’t last. I see that clearly now. Candy, honey, what we
had was meant to last forever. You told me that when I told
you I was leaving, remember?”” His voice broke. “T wish I'd
listened to you. You were right.”

“Chuck...” Her anger started to fizzle out. Deep sadness
and regret waited to take its place.

“I need to see you to believe there’s no hope for us anymore.
If I don’t give our relationship this last shot, I'll be wondering
for the rest of my life if I should have tried harder.”

Candy’s heart threatened to thaw like the snow outside.
She’d never heard Chuck sounding this emotional, or this
humble. Or this wise.

“I’ll always be wondering, Candy.” His voice slowed. “And
so will you. You know it’s true.”

A prickle of irritation. He’d always defined her emotions for
her. She recognized the annoyance immediately but had never
understood its source, instead assuming she was annoyed at
being caught in the wrong. But she wasn’t wrong this time.
He’d had his chance with her and she’d been as devoted to
him as she knew how until he found his soap bubble and ran.
What more was there to say? Candy was starting something
with Justin. Chuck had no place here.

“I'm sorry, Chuck. I don’t think it’s appropriate. I wish
you everything wonderful in your life, but I can’t be part of
it anymore.”

“You don’t mean that. You told me you’d always love me.
Were you lying?”

“No, but...” Candy started to feel desperate and confused.
Also a familiar feeling. Now he was telling her what she
meant. And accusing her. “Of course I wasn’t lying. Not at
the time. But you said you’d always love me, too, and then
one day you didn’t.”

“Honey, I explained that to you.” His voice gentled. She
wanted to sock him through the phone. Justin never made her
feel stupid. Only sexy and beautiful and smart.
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“I'm sorry, Chuck. The answer is no.” She hung up the
phone, picked up the piping bag and wiped up the spilled gel,
which had left a red stain on her counter, a small misshapen
heart.

She finished piping hearts onto the cupcakes, somehow
getting them right, even with shaking hands. She went over to
Mrs. Abernathy’s house and decorated, hearts and tinsel ev-
erywhere, red flowers, white lights, silver cupids. She smiled
and chatted, mind barely clear enough to function, always
churning in the background: Chuck, Justin, Chuck, Justin.

She’d done the right thing rejecting Chuck, hadn’t she?
The emotional fallout since she’d hung up on him had been
considerable. First contact in a year with a man she didn’t
think she’d ever get over until these powerful feelings had
started for Justin. And yet Chuck also had powerful feelings
for Kate, powerful enough to sacrifice Candy to them, and
here he was again, realizing as she’d always been certain he
would, that what Chuck and Candy had had together couldn’t
be replaced.

Back home she fell into bed early, even knowing she
wouldn’t be able to sleep, wishing Justin would call and hop-
ing he wouldn’t. Too much confusion. Chuck, Justin, Valen-
tine’s, Star Wars. ..

The doorbell rang. Justin. She leaped out of bed, then stood
frozen for a second, trying to figure out what she’d say to him,
how she’d react, whether she should tell him about Chuck.

Argh! She was too exhausted and confused to figure it out.
She’d make it up as she went along. Justin would probably
help her.

Not bothering to put on a bathrobe, she prowled downstairs
in her short cotton nighty, and peered through the peephole
before she opened the door, just to be sure.

Not Justin.

Chuck.
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JUSTIN CAREFULLY ACCEPTED the giant bouquet over the coun-
ter from the grinning florist. A dozen red roses, long-stemmed,
thorns carefully trimmed, buds velvety soft and vivid against
the greenery backdrop, white baby’s breath peeping delicately
out of the bundle. Had he overdone it? He wasn’t sure.

He’d bought flowers for women before on Valentine’s Day,
but had always avoided red roses, the floral symbol for pas-
sionate love. He’d felt passion before, he’d felt love, but noth-
ing like this combination. His feelings for Angie paled in
comparison—what he’d mistaken as depth of emotion had
merely been jealousy and uncertainty, fear and lust, which
produced enough adrenaline and longing to fool him.

What he felt for Candy had a solid foundation holding it
steady. They shared personal stories easily, they had similar
temperaments, humor and values. He loved her creative spirit,
her enthusiasm for finding the fun in any activity. He loved
her serious thoughtful side, and yes, no surprise, he loved that
she gave him her body in a wild, uninhibited way that would
keep him coming back for the rest of time.

But her heart—she was still guarding that. Not that he
could blame her. He hadn’t been able to express the depth of
his feelings either. It was too soon, they’d both been hurt too
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recently and had a bumpy start to their relationship. He’d let
the roses speak for him and cross his fingers she’d welcome
such a declaration. Admittedly, he was a little queasy still,
even with all the plans in place. More than the flowers, he’d
planned fancy chocolates and dinner out at one of Milwaukee’s
finest, satisfying her Valentine’s Day fantasy.

The perfect evening? Or too much too soon? Would she
melt in his arms or panic and bolt? Did she really prefer his
red-herring plan of Star Wars and pizza?

An elderly man wearing a parka so huge it practically swal-
lowed him came into the shop, eyed Justin’s roses and winked
behind his wire-rimmed glasses. “Ho-ho. There’s a lucky girl
out there somewhere. Your wife?”

“My girlfriend.” He grinned saying the word, not even
knowing whether it fitted.

“Hi, Mr. Quigley. Your flowers are ready.” The plump,
cheerful florist handed him a bouquet with a yellow rose, a
blue-and-yellow iris, and another blue-purple flower Justin
recognized but didn’t know the name of.

“Thank you, Patty.” The old man nudged Justin. “These
are for my wife. We got married on Valentine’s Day. Our
wedding bouquet was supposed to look like this, all yellow
and blue. But the florist shop burned down that morning and
we got nothing. I promised her I’d give her the same flowers
every year to make up for it, and I have. Sixty-one bouquets
on sixty-one Valentine’s Days. Women love flowers. Your girl
will, too.”

“I hope so0.”

“I’ know so! You going to marry her? Nothing like a Valen-
tine’s Day proposal. They love those, too, right?”” He beamed
at Patty, who nodded agreeably.

Justin chuckled and rubbed the back of his neck, oddly
excited. “We haven’t been dating long.”

“Ach, don’t give me that ‘too soon’ crap. You know or you
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don’t. How did you feel the first time you met her? On your
first date? Giddy? Crazy like you drank too much?”

“Yeah.” Justin glanced at Patty, who was smirking, but not
unkindly.

“Then she’s the one!” The man smacked his hand down on
the counter. ““You young people make everything about love
so bloody complicated. Marry her! You won’t regret it.”

The excitement peaked. What the hell was Justin doing
even listening to this guy? “I wasn’t really planning to—"

“Trust what you have together.” He raised a long, bony
finger. “Be honest, play fair and pay attention when she talks.
You'll do fine.”

Justin started feeling as if he’d landed in some alternate
universe. Ask Candy to marry him? When he was nervous
even buying her roses? “That’s all it takes, huh?”

“Simple, simple.” Mr. Quigley’s pale eyes gleamed. “Is she
beautiful?”

“Very.”

“Sweet-tempered?”

“Yes.”

“Generous?”

“Absolutely.” Justin found himself chuckling. The guy was
too much.

“Strong, too? So she won’t lean on you all the time?”

“Definitely.”

“You know what?” The old guy leaned closer, nudged
Justin again with his sharp elbow. “I think you’re the lucky
one.”

Justin joined in with the man’s wheezy giggle. “I think you
might be right. Thank you, sir.”

“Ach, you don’t need to thank me.” He waved Justin away
and turned to Patty, digging his wallet out from worn, baggy
pants. “Now, what do I owe you?”

Justin left the shop, strangely moved by the encounter. If
the way he felt on the first date really was an indication, Justin
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would have asked Candy to marry him halfway through his
appetizer at Cempazuchi. And then had to wait while she
laughed herself under the table.

At least tonight would be a memorable evening. He had
the flowers and was on his way to Sendik’s supermarket for
a box of Omanhene dark milk chocolate, made in Milwaukee
from beans grown exclusively in Ghana, which Troy told him
was some of the best chocolate in town.

Miraculously, he’d called around this afternoon and landed
a cancelled reservation at Bartalotta’s Lake Park Bistro, one
of Milwaukee’s finest restaurants.

Take-out pizza and Star Wars? Nope. She was getting the
works. Minus a ring, which he really thought would be over
the top no matter what Mr. Quigley decided.

The only possible flaw was that Candy wasn’t likely to
dress up enough for the restaurant if she was expecting to hang
out at home. Justin didn’t care, but she might not like to go
to a fancy place in jeans. He’d go over early with the flowers
and let her know she should be dressed for another surprise.

Justin grinned and whacked his steering wheel. He couldn’t
wait. Couldn’t wait to see her. Couldn’t wait to please her.
Couldn’t wait to make love to her.

He passed a jewelry store on Silver Spring and, as if it had
a mind of its own, his car turned, his foot hit the brake and
he pulled into a parking space just vacated outside.

What the hell was he doing here?

Ten minutes later he was still in his front seat, trying to
figure it out. Finally, after the third car pulled up next to him
and the third driver gave hand signals, asking if he was about
to leave, he made it onto the sidewalk, fed the meter and took
the ten steps to the store’s front window.

Necklaces. Bracelets. Watches. And rings.

Gaudy, most of them, not very subtle. Too big. Too small,
too ornate, too spare...

Wow. That one was...wow. Art deco, one diamond in the
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middle, a small twist in the white metal on either side, then
two more diamonds amid a glittering cascade of chips.

The ring was stunning. It would suit her perfectly.

Justin turned away. This was ridiculous. Utterly ridiculous.
He was not going to ask Candy to marry him tonight. That
old man must have slipped something into his oxygen.

Back home, he tried six different versions of a card to go
with the flowers and finally decided to skip it. Everything
sounded either overwrought, clichéd or too casual. And sign-
ing his name was superfluous since he’d be standing there
with them on her doorstep.

He threw a quick glance in the mirror on his way out, and
strode down his driveway, enjoying memories of the last time
he’d made this trip, after watching her strip for him through
his window. The thaw had held, and his California soul was
brimming with relief, though more snow was predicted for
early the next week. Tonight, however, it would feel like won-
derful warm, romantic spring. Along with the weather, he’d
felt a similar awakening from the long nightmare of lust and
betrayal that had been his relationship with Angie to the bright
sunshine of this wonderful woman. And to love? He was
becoming pretty sure, yes.

Grinning like the fool he was, he leaped onto her front
step and jammed his finger on the bell, heart thudding. He
wasn’t planning to say anything right away. Just hand her the
flowers and watch her face, which would tell him everything
he needed to know.

Footsteps came closer. The handle turned. The door
opened.

A man. Younger than Justin by a few years. Good-looking,
not as tall as he was, thin but muscled. Light brown hair and
eyes, handsome in a bland way. Wearing an undershirt. And
pajama bottoms.

His eyes narrowed when he saw Justin behind the gigantic
mass of roses. “Who are you?”
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Justin swallowed. Please, please tell him this was one of
Candy’s brothers. “Where’s Candy?”

“She’s setting up a party still. What’s with the flowers?”

“Are you one of her brothers?”

“No, I'm her boyfriend. Who the hell are you?”

Justin stared, heart chilling to ice. He wanted to drop the
bouquet and punch this guy in his undershirted gut.

“I'm her neighbor.” Instead of the punch, he shoved the
flowers over. “Give these to Candy. They were delivered to
my house by mistake.”

“Who are they from?”

“How the hell should I know?”” He turned around, walked
as calmly as he could considering he was falling apart, to his
house, through the back door and directly to the phone where
he made one brief terse call, then dialed Troy.

“Hey, you doing anything tonight?”

“Uh, Valentine’s Day? What do you think?” Troy’s voice
dripped sarcasm. “Why? Candy has a hideous best friend who
rolled into town and you need to foist her off on someone?”

“No.” Justin let his body fall back against the wall next to
the phone. “The date is off.”

“You're kidding. What happened? You guys fought?”

“Not exactly.” He told Troy about meeting Candy’s boy-
friend.

“What the hell?”

“No idea.” He heard the misery in his voice and hated
himself and all women. No, not all women, just the ones who
could get to him like this. “Justin strikes again. Or should I
say strikes out again.”

“This doesn’t make sense.”

“Makes perfect sense to me. All her back and forth, this
costume and that. The girl’s a freak.” He didn’t believe it. He
couldn’t. Even with evidence right in his face. Right across
the street. Right in pajamas.

“Are you home?”
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He laughed bitterly. “I'm sure as hell not out on a date.”

“When is your reservation at Lake Park Bistro?”

“Why, you want to go?”

“Uh, no offense, but you’re not really my type.”

“Ha ha ha. Though maybe I'd be happier if you were. It
was at eight o’clock. But I cancelled.”

“You cancelled?” Troy mumbled something about idiots
under his breath. “Have you talked to her?”

“To Candy? No, to the boyfriend. Who looked freshly out
of bed to me. And was definitely suspicious and hostile of
unknown male carrying roses.”

“Oh.”

Justin laughed bitterly. “Yeah, oh.”

“How did she act last time you saw her?”

“Fine. Amazing. Except...I knew she was holding some-
thing back. Apparently it was a six-foot man.”

“This doesn’t—"" In the background Dylan barked. “Hang
on.”

“What’s with Dylan?”

“He thinks you should talk to her.”

“No, you think I should talk to her. Because you and I
are so used to being male doormats. I'm telling you, Troy,
this is it. 'm not putting up with this push/pull female crap
anymore. I'm writing our book, minding my own business.
Candy and her man-playground can go on ruining more lives
all by themselves.”

“Justin, you can’t let—"

“Hey, you got matched up with her, why don’t you get in
line, too?”

“Shut up, you're being an asshole.”

Justin sighed. “You're right.”

“If it felt that good between you, if it felt that right, then it
probably was.”

Justin made a sound of disgust. “You been talking to Mr.

Quigley?”
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“Mr. who now?”

“Never mind.”

“You know, every time you talked about Angie it was bad.
It was always bad, and quite honestly, dude, I couldn’t figure
out what there was about this woman that had you so hooked.
With Candy, I got it. Right away. You clicked, you liked her,
you respected her, you had fun together. Is this the first sign
of something wrong?”

“No, not the first.”

“Then think about it. All the other stuff turned out to have
areasonable explanation, why not this? Maybe he’s a jealous
ex, maybe he’s a friend playing some stupid joke, maybe he’s
got the wrong house.”

Justin let his head drop back against the wall behind him,
hating the hope that rose again that it was that Chuck guy who
was so bad for her.

Rat-bastard hope. Always leading to disappointment. “Bob
Rondell, remember him?”

“Yeah, Big Bob, what does he have to do with it?”

“He had this theory about women and chickens.”

“Oh, my God, I do not want to hear this. The guy is a
complete maniac, Justin.”

“He said women find ways to keep us interested by some-
times giving us what we want and other times denying it, so
we keep coming around.”

“I can see how that would fit Angie. But Candy?”

He was right. Again.

“And excuse me, but Bob is a deeply paranoid, lonely and
bitter man who deep down I suspect hates women. Great
choice for relationship advice, dude.”

Justin slid down to a squat. “Will you stop making sense?
You are really screwing up my righteous bad mood here.”

“Talk to her. See what she has to say.”

Justin made a loud noise of frustration, like a bear woken
too early from hibernation. “Okay, I'll talk to her. She’ll
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probably call when she gets back. I left all those damn flow-
ers over there.”

Troy chuckled. “Nice one.”

“Yeah, the boyfriend will probably tell her they’re from
him.”

“Ouch.” Troy sucked in pained air. “Take it easy. Call again
if you want company. We can watch a movie or something.
Order some pizza.”

“Sure, thanks.” Justin hung up, wincing at the pizza-and-
movie reference and ambled into his living room, feeling as
if he had weights dangling from his limbs and a boulder in
his stomach. All of which doubled their drag when Candy’s
car pulled into her driveway and he had to watch her pop out
and rush eagerly to her door.

Hi, honey, I'm home.

Couldn’t wait to see her man? Though how she could
make a date with Justin for Valentine’s Day while some other
guy...

Justin didn’t want to know. Maybe the boyfriend showed
up unexpectedly? Maybe it was her ex.

He didn’t even know why he was standing here staring.
What was he going to do, imagine what was going on inside?
A lustful reunion? That was about as much pain as he’d ever
felt. The thought of someone else’s hands on her...

Candy belonged to him. He’d even wanted to buy her that
ring to make it official. The only thing that had stopped him
was fear. Fear of rejection. Fear of making the wrong decision.
Too much fear.

He and Candy were right together. Justin needed to fight
to help her see that, not sit back and let some jerk who denied
everything that was most special about her take her away.

Candy’s front door opened. Boyfriend emerged, dressed
now, holding an overnight bag. Behind him, literally pushing
him out the door: Candy. Justin’s heart skipped several beats.
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The mere sight of her always did that to him, but the sight of
her forcibly evicting Dickhead made it even more fun.

Across the street, she crossed her arms, scowled. Boyfriend
seemed to be pleading.

Candy’s arm pointed to the street, pointed again. Vehe-
mently. She wanted him gone. Maybe Troy was right, and
there was a reasonable explanation that had nothing to do
with her changing or faking her feelings for Justin.

In which case, Troy was also right: Justin was an ass-
hole.

Candy’s fantasy Valentine’s Day celebration had been his
to give her. Now he’d pissed away the dinner reservation, lost
the chance to present her the flowers—damn, he’d forgotten
to buy the chocolate—and he hadn’t had the balls to buy her
aring. All because he refused to trust her feelings or his, even
though they’d never felt so true and so strong.

Okay. Start over. He’d find another way. What time was
it? He glanced at his watch. Crap, nearly seven. He was due
over to her house at seven-thirty.

Never mind. Even if he had to break into stores and rob
them, he’d make this a Valentine’s Day Candy would never
forget.

CANDY PULLED INTO HER driveway, going too fast, having to
brake sharply. She threw herself out of the car, glancing at
her watch. Mrs. Abernathy had driven her crazy fussing over
every last detail even though every last detail was ready. Now
Candy had only half an hour to dress before Justin showed
up. She was going to wear the red sequined-heart pasties and
G-string under baggy sweats and surprise him when they got
to the undressing part of the evening.

Seeing Chuck the previous night had changed her life. For
the better. She’d spent the first twenty minutes after he walked
in feeling as if her life’s clock had been spun in reverse, an
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odd feeling of inevitability. They were together once again in
their house and everything about it was familiar and right.

And then another twenty minutes went by and she was
filled, instead of with joy and confusion, with rage.

Everything her friends had said about him was right. While
trying to insinuate himself back into her life after she’d told
him in no uncertain terms that she was not open to him com-
ing back, he’d thought he was being charming and loving
while managing to criticize nearly everything about her. What
was worse, that criticism felt familiar and almost sweet, and
she’d experienced that equally familiar but now creepy urge
to surrender to him, to let him decide, to mold herself to what
he wanted her to be.

No wonder she’d had to “invent” personalities to be on
Milwaukeedates.com. The only personality approved by Mr.
Control Freak had been his. He didn’t let her be sexy, didn’t
let her out of the house to pursue her interests. My God, how
had she survived five years of suspended animation being his
girlfriend? How had she spent the last year slowly coming
back to life and still pined to be his puppet again?

How had she missed that Justin made any way she wanted
to be okay? That he’d encouraged her to push boundaries,
sexually, emotionally, whatever she wanted? Denial was a
powerful and dangerous force.

Candy absolutely could not wait for their date.

She hurried up to the front door, wanting to blow a kiss
to Justin’s house, but afraid the driver of a passing car would
think she meant it for him. Key in the lock, she turned, shoved,
stumbled in and found herself in Chuck’s strong arms, smushed
against his chest.

Grrrr.

She pushed as hard as she could and freed herself. “What
are you still doing here? I said you could spend the night but
you had to be gone when I got back!”

“Honey.” He reached for her again.
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She jumped away. “Not ‘honey.” Candy. No, Catherine. No,
Ms. Graham.”

“You don’t mean this.” He smiled pityingly. “I wanted to
tell you in person that I'm considering moving back to the
neighbor—"

“No.”

“We could have a second chance to—"

“No.”

“If you’d just let me—"

“Listen.” She flashed her hands up, elbows locked straight,
stopping him and keeping him at a distance. “I am in love
with someone else. In love the way I have always wanted to
be in love. The way I kept telling myself I was in love with
you, but I was completely deluding myself.”

“Candy, that’s crazy. I want us to try again.”

“You don’t want me, Chuck. I'm not the same person. I
like to...here.” She held up an extra Cupid outfit she brought
back from Mrs. Abernathy’s. “I like to wear things like this,
now. All the time.”

“Baby, you don’t know what you—"" He took in the outfit
and his eyes popped. “Really?”

She stuffed it hurriedly back into her bag. Okay, that didn’t
work. “I have a date in half an hour. You have to go.”

His face fell. “You're serious?”

“Hello? Hello? Have you heard a thing I’ve been saying?”
She jammed her hands onto her hips, because otherwise she
was going to smack him. “No. You haven’t heard me. You
never have. It was always about what you wanted for all those
years, and I went along with it because it was easier than try-
ing to get through to you. That isn’t what I want anymore. I
have found a guy who cares about me, who understands who
and what I really am, and accepts...”

Chuck’s eyes were glazing over. He wasn’t listening. He
was trying to think of new ways to win the argument. How
many times had she lived this exact scene?
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She sighed. A lot of the fight went out of her. What was
the point? She took his arm and propelled him to the front
door. “I'm sorry, Chuck. You need to leave. Now. I have to
get dressed.”

“In that fake little costume? That’s not a real part of
you.”

Candy laughed bitterly. “This little costume brings out all
the very real parts of me you couldn’t handle.”

That got through. His face darkened. “You’ll regret pushing
me away someday, Candy. When this little fling blows over,
you'll—”

“Maybe. But that’s a risk I'm willing to take. Please go.”

Finally she got him to the front door, literally had to push
him out, then had the immense relief of seeing him head for
his car. Relief so immense she even managed some friendly
feelings toward him. “Safe travels, Chuck.”

The slight change in tone had him turning back. “If you
change your mind—"

“No.” She pointed emphatically to the road. “No. Go.”

“I bought you flowers for Valentine’s Day. Roses. The way
you always wanted me to. They’re in the kitchen.”

For one sucker moment she was touched. Then instinct
nudged her and she laughed to herself. When she belonged
to him he’d never bothered. Only now, to get what he wanted.
“That’s sweet of you, Chuck.”

“A dozen. Because I love you.” He took another step toward
her, eyes pleading. “I love you, Candy.”

“Thank you, Chuck. I loved you, too, but that’s over. You
need to g0.”

“Long-stemmed, they’re long-stemmed. Red.”

“Goodbye, Chuck.”

“I didn’t write a card, though, I figured I’d get to talk to
you when—"

“Goodbye, Chuck.”

She waited until his car was out of sight and gave a shudder,
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of sadness and distaste but also of release. Truly gone. He was
truly gone, not only from her house and from her life, but from
her heart. And Justin was the reason.

Justin. Oh, my God. She had twenty minutes to get ready.

Back inside, she was on her way to the stairs when a flash
of red caught her eye from the kitchen. Flowers. Gorgeous
flowers. Entranced in spite of herself, she went over to them,
touched a perfect bud, inhaled the rich, sweet scent. Beautiful.
They were so beautiful.

And they were from Chuck.

She swept up the vase and headed out her back door to the
garbage. No more reminders of that stupid fantasy portion
of her life. Outside, she heaved open the trash-can lid and
tossed them in headfirst, watching them crush and break at
the bottom.

Done. Gone. The jerk was entirely cleansed from her life.
The old Candy who cared more about fantasies than what was
real—she was also gone.

Now, new Candy wanted nothing more than to get ready
for the most romantic date of her life, featuring pizza, Star
Wars and Justin. Because on Valentine’s Day, love was the
only thing that mattered.



15

CANDY SAT ON HER KITCHEN STOOL wearing red heart-se-
quined pasties and G-string under sweatpants, impatiently
kicking the rung of the chair next to her. Five to Northern
Oriole on the bird clock. Twenty-five minutes after Justin was
supposed to come over. Valentine’s Day. She’d already gotten
rid of the boyfriend she’d thought she wanted, and the roses
she’d thought she wanted. All she wanted now was Justin,
take-out pizza and a movie, yes, even Star Wars. Chuck had
been half right: the trappings of Valentine’s Day were com-
mercial and silly. But celebrating love on that day wasn’t,
and she still planned to do exactly that with Justin. If he ever
showed up.

No, no worries. Wherever he’d gone, whatever he was doing
that had delayed him, he’d be in touch with her at some point
and they’d have their celebration. She knew it with every
chamber of her heart, and didn’t need anyone else to verify it
for her. Not Abigail, not Marie, not any of her four personali-
ties. Just herself.

Doorbell. Candy leaped up, nearly tripping, the same way
she had before their first date. This had to be him. If it was
Chuck, Candy was going to brain him with a crowbar. The
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fact that she didn’t have a crowbar or the capacity for such
violence wouldn’t stop her.

She peered through the peephole and electricity zapped
every nerve ending to full attention. Justin. Looking harried
but excited, not miserable, not as if he’d received the worst
news of his life or got in a terrible accident or anything dread-
ful. Thank God.

Candy wrenched open the door. “Hi.”

“I’'m late. I know. I’'m sorry.” He was holding a pizza box,
grinning as if she was the most wonderful thing he’d ever set
eyes on, which was fine by her because she was positive she
was grinning the same way. “I should have called but I was...
well, it’s complicated.”

“It’s fine. You’re okay and you’re here, and that’s all that
matters to me. Come in.” She leaned in for a quick kiss as he
passed, but the kiss was so delicious and whetted her appetite
so thoroughly, she wanted another one, and one more, and by
then her desire had risen considerably, though nothing truly
sexual had happened yet. Arousal had become a Pavlovian
response to any touch from him. She wanted to knock the
pizza out of his hands and beg him to take her up against the
wall.

“Happy Valentine’s Day, Candy.”

“Happy Valentine’s Day.” She managed to break away and
close the door behind him, feeling fizzy as always around
him, but with a solid-centered core now, no longer splintered
into parts. She was only looking forward, to all the places she
wanted to go in life, literally and figuratively, hoping most of
them included Justin.

“No disasters tonight at the party?” He was looking
around.

“No news is good news.” She pointed to the kitchen table.
“Want to put the pizza there?”

“Um, yeah, sure.” He peered into the living room before
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walking into the kitchen, craning his neck toward the din-
ing room.

“Looking for something?”

“Oh. I just wondered. The flowers...”

Candy gaped. “How did you know about the flowers?”

He eyed her strangely. “Because I got them for you?”

“You?” She put her hand to her heart, absolutely wretched.
She’d thrown away flowers from Justin. She was going to kill
Chuck.

“Where are they? Upstairs?”

In the trash. “Oh, God. Justin. I thought they were from
Chuck.”

“Chuck.” He swallowed, holding her eyes. “No, they
weren’'t.”

Tears gathered. She felt absolutely sick. This wonderful
man had worked to make her dream come true by giving her
flowers, and she’d tossed them.

“Justin, I'm so sorry. I threw them away.” She spoke quickly
to get the horrible confession out.

He blinked. “You threw them away?”

“Yes.” Her voice barely sounded. She felt as if she’d driven
a knife into him, which had also gone into herself.

His frozen face melted into an enormous grin. He burst
out laughing. “That is the best news I’ve heard all day.”

“Um.” Candy was afraid she’d shoved him over the edge.
“It is?”

“I showed up with them earlier because I'd made us a din-
ner reservation at Lake Park Bistro, and I wanted you to have
plenty of time to dress.”

“You...” She looked down at her baggy sweats in panic.
“For tonight? What time?”

“Don’t worry.” He shook his head, still chuckling. “Instead
of you, Chuck came to the door, practically in his underwear,
and told me he was your boyfriend.”

“No.” She gasped in horror. “That little—"
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“This entire pizza and Star Wars joke was to make the
fancy stuff you’d always wanted a surprise, Candy. But after
seeing Chuck I cancelled the reservation and you threw away
the flowers.” His laughter turned dry.

“Justin, it’s fine, at least as far as I'm concerned.” She ran
over to him and put her hand on his arm, searching his face,
wanting to make it all better. “I only thought the fancy stuff
was what I wanted.”

“It wasn’t?”

“No. All the trappings were fantasies, the flowers, the fancy
dinner, the chocolate—"

“Chocolate!” He smacked himself on the forehead. “I for-
got it again!”

She took his shoulders, grinned up at his distress. “T don’t
care. Really.”

“Dinner, flowers, chocolate, strikes one, two, three, but
I'm not out?” He pulled her to him.

“No. You’re very much in. Because what I always wanted
on Valentine’s Day and never got wasn’t flowers, chocolate or
fancy dinners. It was love, and I never had it. Not really. But
now...” She kissed him, feeling more fear and vulnerability
than she’d ever felt in her life. This wasn’t safe the way being
around Chuck had felt. This was dangerous and terrifying,
but she refused to go back, because it was also real. “I love
you, Justin. I know it’s soon to say it, I know it’s completely
crazy, but I don’t care. I'm finally trusting what’s inside me.
And what’s inside me is you.”

He looked so stunned she was afraid she’d horrified him
and her heart nearly stopped.

Then he whispered her name with an intensity that restarted
it, and he kissed her, sweetly, passionately, then with desperate
intent, backing her up against the kitchen table.

“Wait.” She pushed him away, pulled off her sweatshirt,
yanked down her sweatpants and stepped out of them in the
almost-not-there pasties, feeling absolutely at home as Sexy
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Glamour Girl. No. Not Sexy Glamour Girl. Candy. “This is
what I got you for Valentine’s Day.”

He reacted as if she’d banged him over the head, practically
staggering under the impact, eyes glazing. She loved that she
had that power over him, and that she had that power in herself
because of him.

Yet when he kissed her, the lust was muted, controlled,
there was more sweetness than desire, and the hands that held
her were gentle. For a long time there was nothing but kisses
and murmured words, long caresses and exchanged gazes
between them.

Candy had never been this purely and deliciously happy.
Opening herself up to Justin had not made her more vulnerable
as she feared. Instead it had given her more peace than she’d
known was possible. Whether he could say the three words
back yet, whether he felt them, she knew he was not going to
disappear anytime soon. He said as much with every kiss and
every look.

Finally, kisses and looks weren’t enough; she unfastened
his jeans and started to push them down.

“Wait.” He put his hands to her wrists. “I know this will
sound really kinky and strange, but...I'd really like to make
love to you in a bed again.”

“A bed?” She twisted her face into disbelief. “Again? We
did that already.”

He managed to keep a straight face. “Not yours yet.”

“Hmm, true.” She took his hand and led him upstairs to
her room, where the day before she’d thrown away the picture
of Chuck at the Brewers game with no regret or sadness, just
certainty that it was time.

They took each other’s clothes off, silently, calmly, not
feeling the need to make undressing a rushed production, not
this time, not this night. Then they slid naked under the sheets
to lie on their sides, face to face, skin to skin, absorbing each
other’s warmth.
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“This is as good as it gets.” She rubbed her face against
his smooth shoulder.

“Hmm. If I try very hard, I can think of something else
that’s just as good. Or maybe better.”

She bit his shoulder, used her tongue to soothe the spot and
her lips to dry it. “Give me a hint?”

“Here it comes.” He rolled her to her back, stroked her
stomach, long, slow sweeps that stopped short of her breasts,
short of her sex, then circled it around her thighs, occasionally
brushing gently across her curling hair, barely touching her
clitoris with the tip of a finger.

She lay still, tortured by the teases, her body growing
warmer and more impatient for what it ultimately wanted.

Finally his finger did more than brush her, it dipped down
slowly, entered her, then settled onto her clitoris. Her hips
lifted, tensed. She gripped the sheets with her hands, then
reached for him. She wanted them together.

He retrieved a condom and put it on, rolled gently over her,
kissing her neck, her collarbone, her mouth.

“Hello.” She whispered the word, lying under him, legs
parted for him, hands trailing down the muscled slope of his
back. “Welcome home.”

He smiled at that, pushed slowly into her, holding her gaze,
his smile faltering only when the pleasure closed his eyes for a
moment. Then he was back with her, moving with her, mouth
leisurely exploring her lips. When he spoke it was in a low
murmur, without warning.

“I love you.”

“Justin.” A thrill shot through her, mixing joy with her
arousal. She hooked her legs over his, wrapped her arms
tightly around him to merge them as closely as possible. They
rocked together, a slow steady rhythm that was more about
love than orgasms, more about peace than desperation, with
nothing of the rough pain/pleasure mix they’d shared before.
They let the sensations and emotions build, keeping pace with
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each other until she shattered into a climax only moments
before he did, her heart overflowing with what she felt.

“Happy Valentine’s Day.” His voice tickled her neck. She
smiled lazily.

“Happy Valentine’s Day, Justin.”

He lifted his head, looked down at her with those intensely
brown eyes she hoped to be able to look into for the rest of
her life. “Are you ready for some pizza?”

She was startled. Pizza didn’t seem quite the logical next
step, at least not so immediately, but okay. “You’re hun-
ary?”

“Oh, um. Yeah.” He slid out of her, sat up and reached for
his clothes, looking oddly excited and uneasy. “Yeah, I had
an early lunch.”

“Sure.” She got out of bed and rummaged for nonsequined
underwear in her dresser, wondering what was so enticing
about pizza when they had each other and a bed and the
rest of the weekend to enjoy, but okay. Maybe he was really
hungry.

“Ready?” He was dressed, standing by the door. She was
still half-naked. Hello? Did she look ready?

“Not quite. Almost.”

She pulled on her sweats, her socks, but decided to skip
slippers since he was practically tapping his foot with impa-
tience.

Downstairs, he started opening cupboards. “Plates? Glas-
ses?”

“Here.” She took down two of each, got a couple of beers
from the refrigerator and sat opposite him, surprised after all
that when he didn’t dig right in.

“So.” He pushed the box toward her. “Ladies first.”

She smiled. Ever the gentleman, even when he was near
death from starvation. The box opened easily.

“Mmm, veggie pizza, my favor—"’

Her mouth refused to finish the word. Taped to the little
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three-legged plastic doohickey that kept the box from crushing
was a ring. A diamond ring. A stunning diamond ring with
a glittering stone, flanked by twisted white gold and more
diamonds spilling down steps on its shoulders. And spelled
out in sliced black olives on the by-now-tepid pie surface were
two words: Marry Me.

Candy looked up at Justin, unable to speak. The look on
his face—Ilove with a healthy dose of terro—made her laugh,
and then she started to cry and stood up, reaching blindly for
him.

“Justin.” She giggled, sobbed, hiccupped. “I think this p-
pizza asked me to m-marry it.”

His arms were strong around her. His head bent next to
hers. “The pizza is incredibly in love with you, Candy. I have
never met a woman like you before. You light up my world,
you make me want to live better and I'm sure I will never find
anyone like you again. Will you marry me?”

It took her three tries before “yes” came out, even though
she was urging it along as hard as she could. Her body was
shaking. She’d never felt emotion this powerful.

“Yes. Yes!” Now that she’d said it, she couldn’t seem to
stop, until his mouth did a good job of cutting her off.

Many kisses later, he was still holding her close, stroking
her hair. “Ah, Candy, I was going to do this right tonight. The
flowers, the chocolate, a window table at Lake Park Bistro,
with the ring in a glass of their best champagne. Instead you
got the cheesy pizza proposal.”

“But it was my cheesy pizza proposal and I wouldn’t have
wanted it any other way, Justin.”

“Guess what?”” He grinned at her and winked one of those
beautiful brown eyes filled with love. “We have the rest of
our lives to get that Valentine’s Day celebration perfect.”

“No.” Candy laughed and shook her head, certain of one
thing absolutely. “Tonight we already did.”



Epilogue

“ON A PIzzA?” DARCY plunked a hand to her chest and burst
out laughing. “I think I actually might like this guy.”

“Me, too.” Kim was grinning. “Especially because he tried
so hard to do it by the book, but came up with such a fun and
creative Plan B when the first one didn’t work out. You’ll
always remember this, too, because it’s so unique. Your kids
will love the story.”

“Except when they’re teenagers, because everything parents
do is lame then.” Candy made a face that couldn’t hide her
joy.

“Absolutely, they’ll love it.” Marie reached over and
squeezed Candy’s hand. The courtship had been rocky and
awfully quick, but now that Justin had come through with a
proposal, quieting Marie’s unfounded fears, instinct was again
telling her this was a good match. Funny how she could have
better insight into other people than herself. “I couldn’t be
happier for you.”

“It’s wonderful.” Kim’s eyes were brighter; she looked less
weary than at their last Women in Power meeting.

“What’s going on with you this month, Kim?” Marie
asked.

“I do have a couple of pieces of hopeful news. Finally.”
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“Tell us!” Candy turned, clearly anxious for happiness to
be spread around.

“A friend at my old ad agency told me Carter International,
the china and crystal company, is accepting nonagency bids
for a new website. I came up with a pretty cool idea, and my
friend is putting in a good word for me with her Carter contact,
so I thought I’d give it a somewhat desperate shot.”

“Oh, Kim!” Candy crossed fingers on both hands. “That
would be wonderful. And would really get your business on
solid ground.”

“I turn thirty in April and that was my deadline. If I can’t
make Charlotte’s Web Design work by then, I’ll give up and
go back to corporate life.”

“Then make this happen.” Darcy raised her hand for a high
five. “Millions of people see the Carter website every year.
You'd be in.”

“I know.” Kim blew out a shaky breath. “This is my last
chance. Scary, but at least it’s a big honking last chance.”

“It certainly is.” Marie applauded, both thrilled and anxious
for her. Kim had put in so much hard work and so many long
hours to get her company going. It was unthinkable that she’d
fail. “What’s the second piece of news?”

“I think I’ll be able to get help with my rent for a while.
Just in time. One of my brother’s friends lost his lease because
the landlord is selling the building. He’s a master’s student at
UWM School of Architecture. Nice enough guy, and I'd get
financial help for a couple of months. When he finishes his
thesis he’ll find his own place.”

“By that time you’ll get the Carter account and not have
to worry,” Darcy said.

“That’s the fantasy.”

“That’s the plan.” Marie gave her a brilliant smile, heart
aching for all Kim had gone through. Thirty might be an arbi-
trary deadline, but Marie respected her for setting it. Though
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if Kim didn’t get the job the birthday celebration would be
more misery than milestone.

Marie stifled a gasp. The perfect idea had just flashed into
her brain. Of course! They’d throw Kim a surprise party using
Candy’s expertise to make it a really special event. They could
enlist Kim’s brother, Kent, to help them. Or even better, this
new roommate, who’d be in a perfect position to inform on
Kim’s doings, habits and tastes.

The president of Women in Power got up to the podium
and called for everyone’s attention. The women around the
room fell silent, shifting chairs to be able to see better, putting
napkins on the table, getting one more cup of coffee to last
them the program.

Marie kept her eyes on Kim, mind working overtime. The
party was a great idea, but one more piece falling into place
would guarantee Kim’s thirtieth would be something to cel-
ebrate instead of mourn, no matter what happened with Carter
International.

Business success or no, Marie was going to find Kim a
man.

K sk sk ook ok
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