Designed for Love

Jillian Sealy and Wil Johnson don’t much like each other but they do have to work together, at least long enough to rehab an historic house.
Jillian Sealy is not running away from her life, she’s seizing a business opportunity. That’s what she tells herself when she moves to a rural Tennessee town to flip a nearly century-old house. But the project gets a bit more interesting when she meets her devastatingly attractive contractor, Wil Johnson. When Jillian seems to think she has Wil all figured out from nearly their first meeting, Wil wants nothing to do with her. Wil has spent most of her life being underestimated by her neighbors because of where she came from, and she’s not about to get involved with a big-city snob who does the same. 
Forced to cooperate for the sake of the project, Jillian and Wil find that what they desire most is not what either of them had planned. 

Chapter One
Jillian Sealy climbed out of her BMW, tugging at her short skirt as it rode up her thigh. She flipped her sunglasses onto her head and dubiously studied the establishment in front of her. The building had definitely seen better days. Avocado green paint had long ago started peeling off the wood siding, and from the grime on the windows, she guessed it had been years since they were washed. The sign above the door read Johnson & Son Construction.
After only two days in Redmond, a small town in east Tennessee, she could almost picture the beefy rednecks who worked inside. She pulled on the hem of her skirt again and glanced down at her white silk blouse and black Tahari jacket to ensure she wasn’t revealing too much cleavage. She wasn’t in the mood to compete with her breasts for the men’s attention.
“Well, let’s get this over with,” she muttered. As she crossed the gravel lot she cursed the thin layer of dust that settled on her Jimmy Choo sling backs.
When she stepped inside the front door the occupants didn’t disappoint her. Three men in jeans and flannel shirts looked her way, and she could practically feel their gaze drop down her body.
“May I help you, ma’am?” The bravest of them took off his ball cap and stepped forward. At least he had manners.
“I’m looking for Mr. Johnson.”
A bald man wearing a chambray shirt with Johnson & Son embroidered on the left pocket entered through a door at the right and said, “Well, you’ve found him.” 
“I’m Jillian Sealy. We spoke on the phone.”
“Yes, Miss Sealy, come into the office.” He indicated the door he still stood in front of and waited while she entered ahead of him.
“As I told you on the phone, Mr. Johnson, I’ve recently inherited Mary Connor’s house. I intend to fix it up and sell it, and I’ll need a contractor.” She’d been surprised to learn that her great-aunt had left her the house. But it had offered the perfect reason to get out of Cincinnati. She’d barely hesitated before packing up and driving south.
“Please, call me Bud. My sympathies on your loss, ma’am. I did plenty of work for Mrs. Connor over the years. If you hire us, I’ll send my kid’s crew. They’re my best.”
She’d found the listing for Mr. Johnson’s company in Aunt Mary’s address book. Now that she’d met him, she was even more confident she’d made the right call. Bud Johnson struck her as an honest, hardworking man.
Thirty minutes later, after she’d finished outlining her plans for the house, Bud gave her a good-faith estimate.
“I think we’ve got a deal, then,” she said, extending her hand, and he shook it firmly.
“Good. I’ll send Wil over when it’s convenient for you so you can review your plans.”

The next morning Jillian sat in the front-porch swing making notes on her plans for the house. It was turning into a pleasant day, warm with just enough of a breeze to ruffle the leaves of the large sycamore. She made a note to have a tree service prune the sprawling branches so the house would be more visible from the street.
“Miss Sealy?”
Jillian looked up and her breath caught in her throat. The powerfully built woman standing at the bottom of the steps regarded her with eyes the color of light sapphires. Her black hair swept back from her face in thick waves and barely brushed the collar of her denim jacket. Her white T-shirt was tucked into jeans so well worn the denim looked as soft as flannel. Deeply tanned skin stretched over wide cheekbones.
Jillian realized the woman was still waiting for her to speak. “Yes?”
“I’m Wil. You met with my father yesterday. He told me you were expecting me.” Jillian sensed a raw edge in Wil, yet the sensuous alto with a lilting accent seemed oddly gentle.
“Yes.” She recovered a bit of her composure. “Yes. I’m sorry. It’s Johnson and Son—I guess I was thrown.”
“Actually, the original ‘Johnson’ was my grandfather. My father didn’t have any sons, but when he took over he didn’t want to change the name.” Wil shoved her hands in her pocket and the motion tugged her jeans lower, accentuating her narrow hips.
“I’m sorry, I’m being rude. Can I get you anything to drink?” Jillian forced her eyes to Wil’s face.
“No, ma’am.”
Jillian laughed. “Lord, save me from Southern hospitality. Please don’t call me ma’am.”
“Yes, Miss Sealy.”
“It’s Jillian.”
Wil smiled, revealing a small gap between otherwise perfect teeth. “Okay. Jillian.”
“Let’s get started, then,” Jillian said, more abruptly than she’d intended. The gentle way Wil’s low voice caressed her name was distracting and she needed to get back on track. “Would you like a tour while I explain what I have in mind?”
“Sure.”
“Well, for starters, I plan to do some of the smaller projects myself, like replacing the boards on this porch and giving it a fresh coat of paint. So I’ll just need you to handle the larger issues while I’m working on those.” She had decided on projects she could do herself so she could spend more money on the quality touches that would maximize her profit when she sold.
“That’s fine. So we’ll just do what you need us to and then you can finish up your tasks.”
“Actually, I’d planned on doing the work simultaneously.”
“What’s your hurry?”
“If we finish quickly I can get it on the market sooner.”
“My crew isn’t used to working with the homeowner underfoot.”
“Well, then I’ll try not to be underfoot.” Jillian’s tone purposely indicated that there would be no argument. “Let’s start in the dining room.” 
Aware that she’d just been put in her place, Wil climbed the steps to the front porch that spanned the width of the house. The exterior needed paint, but the buttery yellow shade wouldn’t be Wil’s first choice.
After automatically assessing the outside of the house, Wil turned her attention to her new client. She couldn’t see Jillian’s eyes behind her sunglasses, but finely arched brows had lifted in surprise as she’d first looked at Wil. She couldn’t even guess how much Jillian spent on products to make her skin look so soft and flawless. Wil didn’t see any of the lines that marred her own face.
She glanced at the waistband of Jillian’s jeans where her neatly pressed button-down shirt was tucked in, revealing the expected designer label. As her gaze drifted farther down, she wondered if it was the expensive jeans that made Jillian’s ass appear so perfect. In just minutes, she’d pegged Jillian as high-maintenance and, though incredibly attractive, probably far too uptight for Wil’s liking.
They entered the house and passed through the foyer into the dining room. Wil noted the pocket doors set in the ornately carved woodwork. She tested one, satisfied to feel it glide out smoothly.
“In here, there’s just that bit of molding that needs to be fixed.”
“That shouldn’t be a big deal.”
Jillian stepped into the kitchen and turned, causing Wil to stop quickly. At least six inches shorter, Jillian tilted her head back to meet Wil’s eyes. “I also need to have the wiring inspected in the entire house. Can you recommend an electrician?”
“We’ve got a guy we usually use. I can give him a call or I can get you his number.” Jillian had removed her sunglasses and Wil could now see that her irises were green, with flecks of gold. Realizing that she was staring into Jillian’s eyes, Wil dropped her gaze. But that was a mistake as well, since the three buttons open on Jillian’s shirt revealed the curve of her breasts. Wil’s stomach clenched and she curled her fingers into her palms to quell the sudden urge to trace them inside the edge of Jillian’s shirt.
“If you don’t mind, I’ll leave that up to you. In here, I want to push that far wall out a bit to open up the space and put in an island.” Jillian pivoted away and swept a hand past the wall in question and then indicated the one next to it. Wil fought to keep her breathing even and was astonished at how unaffected Jillian seemed by a moment that had rocked her. “Here I want to put in a bay window and make a breakfast nook. We’ll add recessed lighting and all new cabinets and countertops, to go with the updated appliances I plan to buy.”
“You’re going to spend most of your money in here,” Wil commented, trying to focus on the details. She pulled a small notebook from her jacket pocket and jotted notes as Jillian spoke.
“Kitchens sell houses,” Jillian responded quickly.
“You sound like a realtor.”
“I am.”
“Really? Local?” Wil was certain she would have run into Jillian before now if she was local. They’d worked with most of the area realtors at one time or another. She guessed Jillian had five or six years on her, putting her in her mid-thirties. Maybe she’d started a second career.
“Cincinnati, but I’ll be here until I sell this house.”
“If you want things done in a hurry, it’s going to be difficult for you to be living here at the same time.”
“Well, the kitchen won’t be a problem since I don’t do a lot of cooking anyway.” Jillian waved off her concern and headed for the living room. “I’ll set myself up in one of the spare rooms since it only needs fresh paint.”
The living room boasted high ceilings with crown molding and large double-hung windows. Wil really did love these old houses. She could tell from Jillian’s attention to detail that she had put a lot of thought into this restoration.
As Jillian led her through the rest of the house, she was overly aware of Wil’s scent, like sandalwood and summer rain. She couldn’t suppress her reaction, but hoped she hid it well. Wil occasionally asked questions, and Jillian was surprised by how well she already seemed to understand her vision for the house.
In the master bathroom, Jillian said, “Next to the kitchen, I think most of the work will be in here. I want to add a tiled shower stall in the corner, a claw-foot tub, and a new pedestal sink.”
Jillian kept her tone controlled despite the fact that they stood very close in the small room. While Wil continued to jot notes, Jillian stared at her mouth and wondered how it would feel to kiss her, to trace Wil’s thin lips with the tip of her tongue before plunging inside. Would Wil respond with the energy Jillian felt vibrating within her?
When Wil drew her bottom lip between her teeth in concentration, Jillian imagined gently sucking it. She jerked her eyes away, but failed to dispel the image.
“Right, so that’s the tour.” Jillian moved past Wil, carefully avoiding contact. She’d never spent so much time fantasizing about someone she’d just met, and she didn’t think touching Wil, even accidentally, would help her condition. She led Wil back to the living room. In an effort to fill the uncomfortable silence, she kept talking. “Aunt Mary left me the furnishings too. I’ll put most of them in storage while the work is being done. Then, I don’t know, maybe an auction. There are actually some nice pieces here.”
Wil nodded. “I’m sorry for your loss. Were you close?”
“Not at all. I was here briefly five years ago when her husband died. I don’t know why she left me the house. Except that she didn’t have any children of her own.”
“Perhaps she felt a connection with you.”
“I rarely saw her,” Jillian said. It was impossible to feel connected to someone you barely knew. Wasn’t it? Yet here she was feeling as if she would go to bed with this stranger without a second’s hesitation. Shaking her head, she dismissed the idea. “Given my profession, it’s more likely she knew I would be best equipped to sell the house.”
For a moment Wil looked like she might argue, but instead she headed for the front door.
“My crew is finishing up another job today. You and I should go to the hardware store and order the cabinets and some fixtures. I’ll get a tentative schedule drawn up so you’ll know when you’ll have room to work on your projects. Is it okay if I bring that by tomorrow?”
“I’ll look forward to seeing you then.”
Jillian watched from the porch as Wil walked toward the white Chevy pickup bearing the Johnson & Son logo. When Wil turned around to glance at her before climbing in the truck, Jillian flushed, hoping Wil was too far away to tell that she’d been transfixed by her confident swagger.

Jillian walked out the front door and looked around, marveling at her surroundings. For the time being, she’d landed in Small Town, U.S.A. Aunt Mary’s house was just four tree-lined blocks from the Redmond town square, complete with a drugstore, city hall, hardware store, and a diner, Jillian’s lunch destination. She hadn’t been kidding when she told Wil she didn’t cook, and since she’d arrived only days before, she hadn’t taken time to get even the barest essentials. Wil and her crew would probably be tearing up the kitchen by next week, so Jillian figured there was no reason to stock up when she could take a short walk for some country home cooking.
It was an idyllic early summer day, almost too much so. Sunlight slashed through gaps in the full shade trees overhead, and birds chirped cheerfully. The Mayberry atmosphere in this town felt surreal in comparison to the constant hum of the city Jillian was used to hearing outside the window of her downtown condo, and she’d been having trouble sleeping.
When she’d first driven into town she’d worried she wouldn’t survive for the couple of months it would take to fix up the house. After all, there wasn’t a Starbucks for miles. And she doubted she’d be able to get a massage or a decent facial at the one salon in town. From a quick look through the window as she walked past, she could tell nothing had changed inside in close to a decade. The only surprise so far had been the sign in the window at the diner announcing the presence of Wi-Fi.
Everything she’d encountered here felt out of place, including the intensity of her initial attraction to Wil Johnson. To put it bluntly, blue-collar wasn’t normally her type. She tended to go for polished and professional. Usually, she dated women that she had things in common with, but it was getting harder and harder to find someone who didn’t quickly bore her. After all, you could have only so much intelligent conversation. She got that with her friends. What she wanted was a grand passion. Her reaction to women was often mostly intellectual and practical, nothing like the visceral response to Wil’s physicality. She couldn’t deny the spread of hot arousal when she’d found herself the subject of that concentrated gaze.
As distracting as it would probably prove to be, having Wil around the house for the next several weeks wouldn’t be a hardship. She could certainly think of worse ways to spend her time than watching Wil get sweaty. What has gotten into me? I’ve never been so turned on just thinking about someone.
As she reached the Redmond Diner, Jillian pulled her thoughts away from the attractive contractor. The outside of the building looked like it hadn’t had an overhaul in decades. The painted logo on the front window had long ago faded and begun chipping. When she pushed open the door, the top of the metal frame nudged a small gold bell, announcing her arrival.
“Grab a seat anywhere, honey,” a waitress called from across the room.
Jillian slid into one of the vinyl-upholstered booths near the front window. When she noticed a woman she’d seen in the diner before watching her from the next booth, Jillian forced a smile and reminded herself not to react defensively. The small-town curiosity about newcomers took some getting used to.
The woman smiled back and the lines around her mouth deepened. “Make sure you try the apple pie, dear. It’s wonderful.”
“Thank you.”
The woman appeared about Aunt Mary’s age. Her neatly pressed paisley blouse was too formal for early afternoon at the diner. Jillian wondered if she had another engagement or if she was simply the type who felt one should always dress to impress when in public no matter what her surroundings. Her white hair was neatly set, and Jillian guessed she had a standing appointment at the salon down the street. She tilted her head and studied Jillian over her menu through a pair of bifocals.
“Aren’t you the young lady that’s fixing up Mary Connor’s place?”
“Yes. I’ve been here three days. How did you know already?”
“It’s a small town, word gets around. I’m Rose Beam.”
“Jillian Sealy.”
“Would you like to join me for lunch?” Rose gestured to the vacant side of her booth.
Jillian nodded and slid across the worn red vinyl.
“Mary will really be missed,” Rose said as she handed Jillian her menu.
“Were you friends?”
“For a time. She was a generous woman.” A deep sadness tinged Rose’s voice, then just as quickly it was gone. “I hear you’re a real-estate agent.”
Jillian laughed. “Word really does get around.”
“One of the ladies at bingo heard Bud Johnson talking at the hardware store.”
While Jillian was still trying to picture a bingo-playing granny hanging out at the hardware store, their waitress approached and they both ordered meatloaf sandwiches and apple pie.
Rose waited until the waitress walked away, then leaned forward and said conspiratorially, “I might have need of your services.”
“Well, actually, I’m licensed in Ohio, and since I’m only here for a short time I wasn’t planning to apply for my license here.”
“Oh.” Rose seemed disappointed.
“Are you buying or selling?”
“Selling. I’ve finally given in and agreed to move closer to my daughter in Virginia. My granddaughter and great-grandchildren live there, as well. There isn’t anything left for me here.”
“Well, I’m sure there are several good agents in the area.” She hadn’t seen a real-estate office, but certainly there were others in neighboring towns.
“I shouldn’t have bothered you. You probably have a lot of work to do at Mary’s place.”
Without really knowing why, Jillian wanted to help Rose. So before she could change her mind, she said, “Maybe I could give you some advice. But I can’t collect a commission, and I won’t be offended if you want to hire someone else.”
“I can’t let you work for free.”
“Well, I can’t take your money.”
Rose seemed to be considering her options and then relented. “You stop by tomorrow and I’ll show you the house. We’ll work something out. Let me just give you the address.”
Rose pulled a pen out of her purse and, as she continued to search, Jillian produced one of her business cards and offered the back of it.
In Cincinnati she wouldn’t have taken the time to help someone sell a house without the promise of a decent commission. Even if she was so inclined, she wouldn’t have had the time. Because a lot of prospective buyers wanted to view property after hours and on weekends, her hours weren’t limited to nine to five. And she’d been even busier lately gearing up to sell units in an upscale condominium complex. It was to be her company’s biggest project thus far.
Losing that account was one of the things that had compelled her to take on Mary’s house.

Chapter Two
Wil walked into the nearly deserted offices of Johnson and Son. Their secretary had taken the day off, and all of their crews were out on jobs. She made a beeline for the coffee urn and hoped her father hadn’t been the one to make it. She tested the brew and winced. Bud came from his office as she was adding a healthy dose of creamer.
“Coffee’s a little weak,” she said sarcastically, just loud enough for him to hear.
“Did you go see Miss Sealy?” He ignored her remark.
Wil pulled a folded invoice from the inside pocket of her denim jacket and handed it to him. “Yesterday. And I just picked up some supplies for her job. Here’s the bill. I’ll be taking her around to the hardware store later this week to choose some of the custom items.”
“What did you think?”
Wil shoved aside the various remarks that sprang to mind regarding Jillian. Her father was asking about the house. “It’s a great old place and she has some specific ideas about what she wants done.”
“Can your crew get it done in her time frame? I can’t spare anyone else.”
Wil sensed the challenge in her father’s voice. Publicly she knew he supported her and respected her work. But she also suspected on some level he waited for the point when her all-woman crew proved to be less capable than his crews of men. And she took great pleasure in continuing to demonstrate that they were better than the men.
She shoved her shoulders back. “We’ll get it done.” And they would. If Wil had to work double time to make it happen, the job would come in under Jillian’s deadline.
“Good.” He poured himself a cup of coffee and drank it undiluted. “We’re tying up some big jobs over the summer months, and then I expect a lull in the fall.”
Wil nodded. Typically, as early as October, people began budgeting for the holidays instead of home improvement. Business would pick back up in early spring, and by the time it stayed consistently warm they would once again be putting in long hours six days a week. Though it was hectic, Wil didn’t mind the schedule. She had a great crew and enjoyed the feeling of accomplishment that came with working until she was too exhausted to do any more.

Jillian grunted as she leaned against the large antique bureau and it barely inched across the hardwood floor. She stopped, fearing she might injure herself or, worse, damage the floor.
“They don’t make them like this anymore,” she muttered to herself as she slapped her palm against the solid mahogany.
Deciding to leave the dresser until she had some help, she walked over to the stack of boxes she’d started filling that morning. She returned to packing Mary’s books, taking a photo album from the half-empty bookcase. The leather cover was worn in places, but obviously well made, and she flipped it open to reveal black-and-white snapshots of Mary’s life. A child she guessed was Mary stood outside a church, wearing a dark-colored dress, wide-brimmed hat, and white gloves, her Sunday best. The child held a bunch of wildflowers clasped tight in her right hand, and she smiled widely at whoever was behind the camera.
Prodding herself, Jillian tucked the album in the bureau drawer. She couldn’t spend all day looking through photos. Besides, she felt as if she was intruding on Mary’s privacy. But there was no one else to tie up the loose ends of Mary’s life, so she continued sorting and carefully packing her belongings. That thought saddened her and she couldn’t help but wonder who would do this for her someday. While, at thirty-four years old, she was far from spinsterhood, in recent years she had become more aware that she was not where she’d planned to be by this point in her life.
After a string of unfulfilling relationships, she had let her personal life fall by the wayside in favor of her career and told herself that was enough to fulfill her. Her last partner had been unfaithful, then had informed Jillian it was her fault since she cared more about her next commission than their relationship. It had been so long since Jillian had even thought about what she wanted outside of work. She hadn’t consciously decided to avoid romance. She had simply continued to make choices based on her opportunities, and it just happened that most of them furthered her career and left less time for social pursuits. But now that her career had taken a new turn or, rather, a drastic detour, she was uncertain. Without the framework of her profession to define her time, she felt directionless.
Thankfully, the sound of the doorbell signaled the end of her self-analysis. And she told herself she was foolish to let a minor setback make her so melancholy. There was nothing wrong with her life a new job won’t fix. She’d just been off balance lately and needed to get things back to normal.
She stepped into the main hallway and glanced toward the front door. Through the glass she could see Wil Johnson standing on the porch. Speaking of social pursuits, this woman would sure provide an interesting one.

As the door swung open, Wil stared. Jillian stood framed in the doorway wearing a white tank top and crisp khaki shorts that revealed a sinful length of leg. Her bare limbs glistened with a sheen of sweat, and the strands of hair that escaped her ponytail were damp.
“I’ve been packing Aunt Mary’s things.” Jillian seemed flustered. “The movers will be here soon to take them to storage until I figure out what to do with them.”
Wil jerked her eyes up and, judging by the flush spreading over Jillian’s neck, she guessed she’d been caught staring. She was sure she failed to hide the lust in her eyes, but she found it burning in Jillian’s as well, their gold flecks seeming to glow. She dropped her gaze again to Jillian’s braless breasts, where her nipples now tented the cotton tank top.
“I have some plans for you,” Wil said. Lord, do I have plans for you. She held up the folder in her hands. “Um—for the house.” 
“Sure. Come on in. Can I get you a drink?”
“No, thank you.”
Jillian led her to the kitchen. “You’ve been busy,” she said as she went to the refrigerator.
“Yeah, well, when I start a project, I’m committed.”
“So what did you bring me?”
Wil watched her take a long pull from a plastic bottle. A trickle of water escaped from the corner of her mouth and ran down her chin and over her neck, accelerated by the muscles in her neck as she swallowed.
When Jillian looked at her expectantly, she opened the folder, laid it on the counter, and consulted her notes. “I thought we could start here in the kitchen since that’s where most of the work will be done.”
Jillian crossed to stand beside her. “Ah, you’re a jump-in-with-both-feet kind of girl, huh?” She leaned to look over Wil’s shoulder, and when she did her breast brushed the back of her arm. They both froze, but neither of them acknowledged the contact.
When Wil spoke, her voice was tight. “Normally, no, but in this case it seems appropriate.”
Jillian stared at the papers in front of her, unable to look at Wil as she flipped through several sketches and stopped at a floor plan.
“I went over some of your ideas and made a few changes, so I wanted to run them by you before we got started. Here’s the new island.”
“Okay,” she murmured, watching Wil’s strong fingers trace a line on the paper. She could imagine those confident hands on her body and a heavy throb began between her thighs, but she forced herself to focus on all the logical reasons why she shouldn’t jump her contractor right there in the kitchen. She’d long ago learned it was best to keep working relationships professional. And it had been many years since she’d had a problem sticking to that policy.
“Jillian?” Wil whispered, and Jillian realized she’d been rubbing her breast against Wil’s arm.
“Oh, God—I’m sorry.” Mortified, she jerked back a step.
But when she would have fled, Wil grabbed her wrist, cupped a hand behind her neck, and kissed her. Her lips were gentle at first, then, when Jillian responded, more aggressive. Wil stroked her tongue silkily inside her mouth and she melted, clutching fistfuls of the back of her shirt.
Wil’s mouth was everywhere, sucking her bottom lip, sliding along her jaw, then the side of her neck. Just as frantically, Jillian pulled Wil’s T-shirt free from her waistband and shoved both hands under it. She touched the warm skin over Wil’s ribs but it wasn’t enough. She wanted more.
“This is crazy,” she murmured, unsure if she was telling Wil or herself.
“It is,” Wil agreed, but she continued to kiss the underside of Jillian’s jaw.
I should stop. This time Jillian was certain she didn’t speak aloud. Still, it was good advice. But when Wil’s fingers slid into her hair at the base of her skull, pleasure spread through her, hot and liquid, and melted her resistance. 
“The movers,” she practically whimpered as Wil’s teeth nipped at her neck. “Don’t—have much—time.”
“I guess we’ll have to be quick,” Wil said against her skin, her lips caressing with each word.
With one hand Wil struggled to push her shorts over her hips. Jillian grabbed the waistband and helped shove them down. After she kicked them off, Wil slid her palms against the back of her thighs and lifted her onto the counter.
Desperate to be beneath Wil, Jillian broke the kiss and murmured, “Bedroom?”
“No. Here.”
She gasped when Wil cupped her hand against the cotton triangle between her legs. “Ah, you’re right. Here is much better.” She’d lost the ability to think about anything except having Wil’s hands on her. In her. Now. Oh God now.
When Wil squeezed her through her panties, her head swam and she fought the orgasm that threatened to wash over her. Not yet.
“Don’t. I’ll come,” she pled when Wil’s fingers closed again, milking the pleasure from her flesh.
“It’s okay.”
She grasped Wil’s wrist firmly and stilled her hand. “Not like that. I want you inside.”
Wil groaned and, fighting the urge to ignore Jillian’s request, pressed her face into Jillian’s neck and tried to gather her control. Somehow she knew if she continued to stroke Jillian to a quick climax, she wouldn’t resist. “God, you’re beautiful,” Wil murmured.
Wil shoved aside Jillian’s panties and slid inside her. Heat surged between Wil’s thighs as warm, wet muscles pulsed around her fingers. Jillian wrapped her legs around her, hooking her heels on the back of Wil’s calves, and buried her hands in her hair. She met every thrust, as if the pistoning of her hips could propel her closer to the razor edge of release.
“Harder,” Jillian moaned, tugging a fistful of Wil’s hair almost to the point of pain. Wil withdrew her fingers almost completely, and when she drove into Jillian, the heel of her hand pounded Jillian’s clit. “Oh, yes, that’s it.”
“Come for me,” Wil demanded, as the rasp of Jillian’s encouragement and the bite of Jillian’s fingernails against her scalp drove her own ascension toward orgasm. “Now.” She dragged her tongue across Jillian’s collarbone, then bit the silky skin where her shoulder met her neck. Hard. Jillian cried out and, with one final thrust, locked her legs around Wil’s hips.
Wil remained inside as the throbbing around her fingers eased.
Jillian sighed and kissed her temple, then her lips. “That was—”
The doorbell rang. Startled, Wil yanked her hand back and Jillian gasped as her fingers slipped out.
“Shit. The movers.” Jillian slid to the floor, but her legs were weak and she might have fallen if Wil’s arm hadn’t come around her waist. She reached between them and fumbled with the fly of her shorts.
“Let me.” Propping her against the counter, Wil nudged her hands aside and straightened her clothes. Then she tucked an errant strand of hair behind Jillian’s ear. “I’m not finished with you yet,” she said, kissing her quickly before taking her shoulders and steering her toward the front door.
Jillian hoped the movers were quick. The feel of Wil’s hands was tattooed on her skin, and the promise of more had her trembling as she answered the door.
Since she was going to live in the house for the coming weeks, in addition to furniture in one bedroom, she had elected to keep the sofa in the living room. When she passed through while directing the two men in gray jumpsuits to the dining room, Wil was slouched on the sofa, her knees falling lazily apart and her hands tucked behind her head. Jillian stumbled when she saw the indolent arousal in her eyes.
“Be careful, ma’am,” one of the movers said politely, reaching for her elbow.
“Thank you.” She flushed with the memory of what they’d been doing when the doorbell rang.
As if reading her mind, Wil smiled and winked at her. Jillian leaned against the door frame between the living room and dining room and tried to look anywhere except at Wil.
“Do you guys need any help?” Wil asked as the two men carried a large oak sideboard toward the front door.
“We’ve got it,” the shorter man replied as they carefully maneuvered it through the front door.
“They’ve got it,” Wil murmured when they were out of earshot. When Jillian glanced at her, she patted the cushion beside her. “You may as well sit down and relax.”
“I’m fine.” Jillian folded her arms over her chest. She couldn’t possibly be within five feet of Wil just then.
Grinning, Wil shifted to the far end of the sofa. “I’ll stay at this end and you can sit way down there.”
“No, thank you.”
Wil’s innocent shrug was at odds with her knowing expression. She had to be fully aware of why Jillian kept her distance, and her eyes said she was thinking about the same thing.
By the time the truck was loaded, Jillian was completely avoiding Wil’s gloating gaze. Her body hummed with anticipation, but she certainly didn’t want the men to read the desire on her face.
“All set, ma’am.”
“Thanks, guys.” She’d rented a storage unit the day before and had arranged with the storage facility to let the movers unload everything there.
She closed the door, then turned and almost fell against it. Wil didn’t move from the sofa but her eyes raked over Jillian’s body, and when Jillian crossed the room she had to force herself not to run. She slid one knee on either side of Wil’s legs and eased onto her lap, straddling her.
“I thought they’d never leave,” Wil murmured, bringing her hands to Jillian’s hips.
“You were looking at me as if you weren’t going to wait until they left.”
Wil ran her hands under her T-shirt and cupped her full breasts. “I’m not into having an audience.” She rubbed her thumbs over erect nipples, stopped, and tilted her head in question. Then she lightly pinched Jillian’s right nipple, feeling the bar that passed through it.
Jillian gasped at the slight tug and smiled. “Youthful indiscretion,” she said by way of explanation.
“I want to see.” Realizing she had been in such a hurry earlier that she hadn’t found the piercing, Wil vowed to go slower this time.
Jillian pulled up her T-shirt, baring her right breast. Experimentally, Wil played with the small silver balls resting on either side of her nipple. She was fascinated by the piercing that seemed so out of character. Equally interesting was the way Jillian trembled and her breathing quickened as she toyed with the jewelry. Wil drew her shirt over her head and lightly bit her nipple.
“I have a confession,” Jillian said, her back arching as Wil’s tongue flicked against the piercing. Wil cradled Jillian’s shoulder blades in her hands, bent over her, and continued to work the hardened nipple with her teeth and tongue.
“What’s that?”
“Earlier, when you were talking about your plans for the house”—she rolled her hips hard in Wil’s lap and watched her eyes go hazy—“I didn’t hear a thing you said.” Straightening, she braced her hands on the back of the sofa on either side of Wil’s head.
“I’ll go over it again later.” Wil worked open her fly. “Or you could just trust in my considerable skill.”
Jillian threaded her fingers into Wil’s hair, pulled her head back, then raked her teeth over Wil’s neck. “Having experienced your skills firsthand, I think I’d like a more… thorough demonstration.”
“Oh, I can definitely do that.” Wil returned her mouth to Jillian’s full breast and toyed lightly with a pebbled nipple. When she sucked it gently, Jillian’s hips ground restlessly against the tops of her thighs.
“Please, Wil. Do something.” 
Wil flipped her onto her back on the sofa, all thoughts of going slow fleeing at Jillian’s plea. After she’d helped her remove her shorts and panties, she pulled her back into her lap, wrapped her arms around her waist, and pressed closer. With a hand under Wil’s chin, Jillian guided her face up for a bruising kiss. In the not-so-gentle bite of teeth against tender lips and the aggressive stroke of tongues, they traded control while adding fuel to the arousal that flared hotly between them.
Wil led, kneading Jillian’s breasts, then followed when Jillian gripped one of her wrists and guided her hand between her legs. Obeying Jillian’s urging, Wil slid her fingers home, reveling in the feel of slick muscles gripping her and Jillian’s low moan.
Her nerve endings screaming for gratification, Jillian rose up on her knees until only Wil’s fingertips remained inside, then drove her hips downward, engulfing her again.
“More,” she whispered, and Wil slipped another finger alongside the others.
Bracing her hands on Wil’s shoulders, she set an increasing rhythm. Blinding pleasure spiraled inside her with each thrust as she forced Wil’s fingers deeper. She raced onward, uncertain if she was rushing toward release or trying to outrun it. But when Wil moved her other hand between them and circled her thumb over her straining clitoris, she felt the first wave. Then she could no longer stay ahead of the curl as it barreled over her, swirling her in a wash of ecstasy. The erratic jerk of her hips eased to a slow roll in an effort to draw the last bit of pleasure from her sensitive flesh before she allowed Wil to withdraw.
Jillian slumped forward and rested her forehead on Wil’s shoulder. Panting, she pressed her mouth to the salty skin of Wil’s neck.
Wil traced her fingers lightly along the curve of Jillian’s spine, apparently content to bask in Jillian’s pleasure. But Jillian had other ideas as she dragged her tongue up the side of Wil’s neck. She slid off her lap, knelt in front of her, and tugged open her button fly. Wil lifted her hips and Jillian eased her jeans off, then pulled her closer to the edge of the sofa. She caressed the inside of her thighs, pressing them apart. When she lowered herself to kiss the warm skin beneath her hands, the scent of Wil’s arousal drew her fingertips upward, and she was compelled to feel the wetness she knew she’d find there.
She met Wil’s eyes as she caressed into hot, slippery folds. Slumped against the back of the sofa, Wil watched her, azure eyes filled with such need that Jillian shivered, never having been the subject of such intensity.
Wil touched Jillian’s cheek, then as Jillian bowed her head, Wil’s fingers slipped into her hair. Jillian circled her tongue lightly around Wil’s clitoris, teasing, and Wil raised her hips seeking more. With a forearm across her pelvis, Jillian held her down, continuing the light strokes.
“Please, I won’t last long,” Wil ground out, straining against Jillian’s arm. “Baby, please, suck me.” Before she’d finished her plea, Jillian took her fully in her mouth. “Ah, that’s it.”
Seconds later, as Wil’s flesh pulsed against her lips and tongue, she dropped a hand to stroke between her own thighs. Once, then again, harder, and she tripped over the edge behind Wil.

Chapter Three
Jillian awoke early, as she did every morning. But the difference today was the warm body against her bare back and Wil’s arm circling her waist. She felt surprisingly rested considering she’d spent most of the previous afternoon and night crawling all over the woman lying next to her.
She rolled onto her back and Wil stirred beside her. Staying professional had never been a problem for her before, but she’d been completely unable to manage it where Wil was concerned. She could just imagine what her friends would say if they found out she’d slept with Wil. She didn’t consider them snobs, but she knew in this case they would feel an affair with a contractor was beneath her. And she would have agreed. Though she certainly wasn’t a prude, jumping into bed with someone she had just met wasn’t like her either. But, the devil on her shoulder reminded her, sticking to her norm had never led to the incredible sex she’d had last night.
She trailed her fingers over Wil’s bare shoulder. The skin there was pale, and the deep tan of her forearms, likely the result of hours spent working in the sun, began in the center of her bicep. A thin scar started at her elbow, ran down her arm, and ended at her wrist. A collection of smaller nicks peppered her hands, reminders of how different they were. In comparison, Jillian’s own hand was smooth and well tended, thanks to regular manicures.
She wondered if Wil was a late sleeper and realized she didn’t know anything about her. She didn’t know how she took her coffee. Hell, she didn’t even know if she drank coffee.
“What are you thinking about so hard?” Wil murmured. Her arm was still draped across Jillian’s midsection and she caressed her hip.
“How did you know I was thinking?”
Wil raised up on her elbow and shoved a lock of dark hair off her forehead. “You get a little wrinkle between your eyebrows when you’re concentrating. I noticed it yesterday when you were giving me the tour.”
Jillian smiled and touched Wil’s bare chest just above a small, firm breast. Regardless of what she speculated her friends would think, even they couldn’t deny Wil’s attractiveness. Her blue eyes were clear and made even more brilliant by her tanned skin. The slight swells of her breasts and hips were the only hint of softness on her work-hardened body. And her wicked grin made her damn near irresistible. “I don’t know how much experience you have with women, Wil. But where I come from, telling a woman she has a wrinkle is not considered flattery.”
Wil laughed and Jillian felt the vibration beneath her palm. “Well, we do things a bit differently in the South.”
“Do you, now?” Jillian smoothed her hand down Wil’s stomach but Wil caught it and cradled it against her chest.
“You wore me out last night, Jillian.”
“Not a morning person?” Again, Wil’s accented voice caressing her name made Jillian’s libido tug at her wayward self-control.
Wil lay back and gathered Jillian against her. After marathon sex the night before, she’d finally fallen into an exhausted slumber, and this morning she wanted to linger in that afterglow. “Do you really think you can have this house ready to sell in five weeks?”
“Don’t you?”
“If you bust your ass.” Wil playfully squeezed the ass in question. “You must be in a hurry to get back home.”
“It probably seems that way. And I’m not even sure why. It’s not like I have much to go back to.” Jillian’s head rested on Wil’s shoulder and she absently drew figure eights on the center of her chest.
“What do you mean?”
“I quit my job three days before I found out about Aunt Mary’s passing.”
“You didn’t have anything else lined up?” Wil couldn’t imagine resigning without the security of another position. Then again, Wil was pretty much invested in Johnson and Son, since someday her father would hand over the reins.
Jillian’s fingers drifted across her breast, closer to her nipple, distracting her.
“I didn’t know I’d need to. I’d been there for seven years and had the highest sales in the company for the past six. Then my boss gave the biggest deal we’ve ever had to his idiot son-in-law.”
“So you quit?”
Jillian laughed bitterly. “I gave him an ultimatum. I marched into his office and told him either he would give me what I deserved or I was quitting. He told me to be out by the end of the day.”
“Ouch.”
“Yeah. Three days later I was here. Since I have some experience with home design and what buyers are looking for, I figured I might as well take the time to fix the house up a bit first.”
Jillian’s index finger brushed Wil’s nipple and she shivered. She’d spent the better part of the night responding to Jillian’s ardent caresses, but this casual contact, seemingly not intended to arouse, affected her just as strongly.
Apparently not noticing her reaction, Jillian continued to talk. “Then when I got here I fell in love with the place. I’ll admit it’s a bit of a dream to have free rein over this house.”
“You have a great eye. If you don’t find another job in real estate, you could always flip a few houses. There’s plenty of money to be made in that.”
“We’ll see how much fun I’ve had by the time I finish this one. I won’t have trouble finding a job with another firm. I’m sure when word gets around that I’m available, I’ll have plenty of offers.” She made another pass over Wil’s nipple.
“What? You’re not having fun here?”
“Oh, I’m having fun.”
The third time she skimmed over the puckered flesh, Wil suspected it was deliberate. The mischievous look in her eye confirmed it.
“Are you?” She bent her head to capture Jillian’s mouth, purposely lingering. She traced her supple lips before stroking her tongue between them.
“Oh, yes. Very much.” Jillian felt Wil responding to her touch and her own body surged with awareness of what Wil looked like when she climaxed, the flush on her chest and neck, the way her eyelids closed almost reverently, and the hoarse cry that carried Jillian’s name with it. She slipped her leg over Wil’s hips and rose to straddle her. “But right now, I’ve got to get up, because I have an appointment this morning.”
She slid off her, letting the length of her body rub against Wil’s. She smiled as she carefully skirted Wil’s reaching hand.
“Tease.” Wil didn’t move from the bed.
“I told Rose Beam I would give her some advice about selling her house. So I’m going over to see it and discuss her asking price.” Jillian grabbed a silk robe from the chair nearby.
“She’s selling?” Wil folded her arms behind her head and watched Jillian move around the room gathering clean clothes.
“Surprised?”
“Yes, actually. She’s lived in that house for—well, longer than I’ve been alive. Before her daughter moved to Virginia, I went to school with her granddaughter.”
“Is Rose a widow?”
“No. She never married.” Wil sat up. “If you don’t mind letting me grab a shower, I’ll drive you.”
“That’s not necessary.”
“I haven’t seen Miss Rose in months,” she said. “Besides, if she’s selling, she’ll need to fix a few things up. So she’ll probably hire us anyway since we’ve done work for her before.”
“Okay, if you’re sure she won’t mind.”
“I’m sure.” When Jillian passed within reach, Wil grabbed her hand and drew her to the edge of the bed. “And we can conserve water if you shower with me.”
“So you’re concerned about my water bill?”
“If it will get us wet together, sure I am.”
“Oh, I’m quite certain we won’t have any trouble getting wet together.” Jillian stood and untied her robe. As she headed for the bathroom, she let it fall to the floor. “Hurry up, stud, we don’t have much time.”

Their shower took a bit longer than expected, because as it turned out Wil was a morning person after all. And by the time they both toweled themselves dry, her legs shook and her head was filled with steamy images of pressing Jillian against the shower wall and kneeling before her.
Jillian gave her a clean T-shirt, and she pulled on the jeans she’d worn the night before. When Jillian crossed the room in only her bra and panties, Wil paused in the midst of buttoning her fly. The curve of Jillian’s waist flared at the hips and a triangle of pale pink cotton clung to her shapely ass. Suddenly overcome with the desire to pass her lips over the back of Jillian’s thighs, she debated stripping her jeans off and trying to convince Jillian that they didn’t have to go just yet. She wondered why it felt so good to torture herself and stood there and watched as Jillian covered those delicious expanses of skin.
After they finished dressing, she waited while Jillian locked up, then followed her down the walk. She would have opened the passenger door, but Jillian was around the front of the truck and climbing into the cab before she could. So she slid behind the wheel and started the engine.
“I still can’t believe Miss Rose is selling,” she said, but Jillian only murmured absently in response, seeming to be too distracted for conversation.
Jillian wondered how it was possible that even the way Wil drove was sexy, her hand draped lazily over the wheel. Seriously. She thought she’d be well past the stage in her life where she could get hormonal over a woman. But even after a night that should have left her sated, she was sitting here imagining what Wil would do if she climbed onto her lap and—okay, enough. That’s quite enough of that. Aware she was riding down Main Street in a truck with a logo on the side, she decided she should wait at least a full week before she started a town scandal. 
What was she thinking? Was she really going to have a fling with her contractor? Well, it was too late to ask that question, since essentially she’d already begun it. Wasn’t that what this was—a fling? Well, so what if it was? Shouldn’t she just enjoy it for whatever it ended up being? She’d spent all of her life planning for the future, and it was about time she lived in the now for a change. What better time than when she had no plans whatsoever and a gorgeous prospect sitting inches away. Her life had been absolutely derailed when she’d lost her job, and she’d pounced on the opportunity to come to Redmond and sell the house. Now that she’d set a precedent for spontaneous change, she might as well continue it.
She glanced out the window as Wil pulled to the curb in front of a stone cottage-style home. The porch tucked under the low roof sagged, and one of the oversized green wood shutters flanking each narrow, arched window hung lopsided.
She got out of the car and studied the house, making mental notes. This was the first impression a buyer would get, and it was important to dress it up if they hoped to get anyone to look at the inside. The shrubs in front of the house were in desperate need of pruning, and some path lights would dress up the walk. A low stone retaining wall followed the length of the property line, and the creeping phlox that blanketed it had run rampant.
“You need to shore up that porch,” she murmured as Wil joined her and they walked up the stone path.
“Okay. Listen, Rose has lived here for more than half her life. Be gentle with the criticism.”
“I have handled this type of situation before.” She bristled at Wil’s attempt to tell her how to do her job. She didn’t get where she was by being insensitive to her clients’ needs. People took criticism about their homes personally, and, while she didn’t let that deter her from delivering an objective assessment, she was considerate of that fact. 
“Of course, I didn’t mean to imply—”
Wil fell silent when Rose appeared on the porch.
“Good morning,” she called. Her eyes moved between the two of them, and Jillian suddenly realized Wil stood very close and her hand lightly touched the small of her back. “It’s lovely to see you again, Jillian.”
“It’s very nice to see you too.”
Rose turned to Wil. “Wilhelmina, it’s been too long. How is your mother?”
“She’s well, Miss Rose. She’s still living in D.C. with my stepfather.”
“Come inside, girls.”
Behind Rose’s back, Jillian whispered, “Wilhelmina?”
“My mother’s idea,” she mumbled.
Jillian giggled, but as Wil’s expression hardened she choked her response off. “I’m sorry. It’s a wonderful name.”
“But it doesn’t exactly fit me. Does it?” When Wil straightened, hooked her thumb through her belt loop, and thrust her shoulders back, Jillian was struck by the aggressive sexuality she exuded.
“Not really.”
Rose held the door open for them. “I made lemonade and sugar cookies.”
“Miss Rose, how do you always manage to make me feel like I’m twelve years old again?” Wil climbed the steps to the porch.
Jillian tried to imagine Wil as a twelve-year-old girl and immediately pictured a gangly tomboy in ripped jeans and an old T-shirt. Was Wil always tall, or did she have a growth spurt during her teenage years?
“You spent as much time over here as you did at home that summer.”
The front door opened into a small foyer and Rose led them to a spacious kitchen. The linoleum was yellowed and the white cabinets needed a coat of paint. Actually, they needed to be replaced, but Jillian wasn’t sure what Rose’s budget was. The appliances were outdated—in fact, she guessed the fridge was circa 1950—but she didn’t think replacing them would gain that much value for the house. Besides, vintage was in again.
“Nancy and I were inseparable.” A smile softened by reminiscence touched Wil’s lips.
“Nancy is my granddaughter,” Rose said to Jillian as she took three glasses from the cabinet. To Wil she said, “Get the pitcher from the refrigerator, dear.”
“Then the next summer I started working for Dad.”
Jillian watched as Wil’s face took on a stubborn sadness. “Wasn’t that also around the time your parents split up?”
“Yeah.” Jillian thought she saw a look of understanding pass between them.
After a sympathetic smile, Rose changed the subject. “It’s such a nice day. Let’s sit on the back porch.”
Rose carried a plate of cookies and they followed with the lemonade and glasses.
Behind the house a large oak tree cast shade over most of the moderately sized yard, which would provide space for children to play and would be a selling point for potential buyers. The surprisingly large porch held a cedar table and chairs. A flower box on the railing was overflowing with lush purple flowers that Jillian couldn’t identify.
Wil pulled out a chair for her and, as she sat, Wil’s hands brushed across the top of her shoulders to tease the bare skin of her neck.
“It’s good to see the two of you together,” Rose said.
“We’re not—I mean—we didn’t. Wil is doing some work on Aunt Mary’s house for me.” Responding both to the ripple of pleasure along her spine at Wil’s touch and to something she thought she’d heard in Rose’s tone, Jillian rushed to explain her presence and felt Wil stiffen beside her.
“Of course, dear. Thank you for bringing her along on your visit. I would have called her father after our meeting anyway,” Rose said calmly. If she noticed Jillian’s discomfort, she’d obviously chosen to ignore it.
While Rose served the lemonade, Jillian outlined some of her suggestions. Rose once again offered compensation for her time, but since Jillian wasn’t licensed in Tennessee, she didn’t feel right accepting.
“Well, then at least let me make you dinner tomorrow night.”
Jillian held up a cookie. “If these are any indication of your culinary skills, I accept.”
“I thought you might. You’ve been eating too many meals down at the diner. You need a good home-cooked meal.”
She grinned. “I’m not really very good in the kitchen. And I enjoy the nightly walks through town to the diner.”
Rose looked at Wil, who toyed with her half-empty glass, tracing her fingers through the condensation on the outside. “Wil, you’re welcome too, of course.”
“Thank you, but I already have plans.”
To Jillian, Wil’s reply sounded false, but Rose seemed to accept it easily.
“Come by if your plans change. It sounds as if I’ll need help with some of these projects. Would you ask your father to call me when he has someone free?”
“I can fit you in between work on Mary’s place.” Though Wil’s mind was elsewhere, she had been half listening to Jillian and Rose talk about getting the house ready to sell. She had to admit, Jillian had handled the suggested changes delicately and seemed sensitive to Rose’s limited income.
“Oh, I don’t want to interfere with your other work.”
She waved off Rose’s concern. “My crew can handle some of the work over there without me. I’ll squeeze yours in between supervising them.” She could feel Jillian’s eyes on her but didn’t look at her. She’d caught Jillian’s nervousness when she’d misinterpreted Rose’s comment about the two of them. And she’d very quickly understood from where Jillian’s reaction stemmed. So now she jumped on the excuse to be away from the job site at Mary’s place whenever possible.

Wil strode out to her truck and Jillian hurried to keep up. She barely managed to slide into the passenger seat before Wil accelerated away from the curb.
“Is something wrong?” She touched Wil’s arm.
“No.” Wil jerked her arm away and gripped the wheel with both hands.
For several silent moments, Wil tested the strength of the seat belts, careening around a corner and screeching to a halt at a stop sign. Jillian’s body lurched forward until the belt caught and locked almost painfully across her chest.
“Jesus, what is your problem?”
“I don’t have a problem. As long as I remember my place.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Jillian didn’t have a clue what had set Wil off, but from the harsh bite in her voice and the firm set of her jaw, she was plenty mad.
“You were pretty quick to make it clear I was just an employee.” 
“That’s ridiculous.” Was Wil joking? Maybe Jillian simply didn’t know her personality well enough to tell. If she was, she deserved an Oscar for this performance because she looked livid.
“Is it? You overreacted to Rose’s statement. Would it be that horrible if Rose figured out that there was something going on between us?”
“This isn’t personal. But I don’t need this whole town gossiping about what I’m doing with—”
“The handyman?”
“Now who’s overreacting?” Jillian muttered. The derision in Wil’s voice hit home and Jillian was getting angry too. After last night, she’d thought they were on the same page. It was just sex. Surely Wil could see that’s all they could share. Hell, she was only here for a short time anyway. She’d thought they were both adults and could merely enjoy each other, but here Wil was blowing everything out of proportion.
“I just don’t think Miss Rose is the type to gossip. Especially—”
She waited, but Wil didn’t continue. “What?”
“Nothing.”
Frustrated, she shook her head. “Look, I just didn’t want her to assume there’s anything going on between us.”
“I don’t think she assumed anything.”
“Wil, please don’t make this difficult.”
Wil pulled the truck up to the curb in front of her house and slammed the gearshift into Park.
Jillian tried again. “Well, is there something wrong with wanting to appear professional?”
Wil scowled. “That’s not what this was about. You’re worried about what people will think about you doing the hired help.” 
“How dare you presume to know what I’m thinking. You don’t know me.” Wil had hit closer to the truth than Jillian was willing to admit.
“You’re right. I don’t.” Wil threw up her hands and stared out the windshield. “And that’s precisely why I shouldn’t have fucked you.”
Jillian flinched at Wil’s blunt language, even though moments ago she’d also reduced their encounter to just that.
“It’s okay, Miss Sealy.” Wil’s expression was blank, her voice emotionless. “I’m quite used to being seen as a second-class citizen in this town.”
“Wil—”
“Get out.”
“I just want—”
“Get. Out. Of my truck.”
She sighed and shoved the door open. As soon as her feet hit the ground, she slammed the door behind her. She didn’t turn around, but seconds later she heard gravel fly as Wil sped away.


Chapter Four
Wil pulled a beer from the refrigerator and resisted the urge to slam the door. She tossed the cap in the sink on her way to the attached garage. After she flipped on the light, she set the bottle on the workbench where her tools were laid out neatly just inside the door. In the center of the garage, the makeshift table she’d fashioned out of a sheet of plywood and two sawhorses held four drawers. She’d finished assembling them the night before for a roll top desk she was making for her father’s office. Tonight she would begin cutting the pieces for the base.
Six years ago, after she bought this house on fifteen acres on the town’s outskirts, she had transformed the garage into a workshop. A decade old, the house was more modern and sterile than she liked. As subdivisions crawled out from nearby cities, construction companies had begun to build cookie-cutter houses, and Wil’s was no exception. She’d been more interested in the land than the house. But the relatively cheap cost of maintaining the small home allowed her to save until she built the house she really wanted.
Still, it was much nicer than the place her family had lived in when she was younger. Bud had been struggling to rebuild the company that her grandfather, with a series of bad business decisions, had nearly run into the ground. They had rented a dilapidated house that probably should have been condemned years ago. Bud made what repairs he could with no money, but the house needed major work.
Wil knew her mother wasn’t happy. She heard them arguing when they thought she was asleep. Her mother screamed at her father that her college education was wasted while she waited tables at the diner. She hated living in a small town and wanted to move back to D.C. where she had grown up. He usually tried to convince her that things would get better, but one night when Wil was twelve years old, he told her to go. And she did. Wil remembered standing in front of the house watching her drive away. Her mother had tried to explain why she was leaving, but Wil was too hurt and angry to listen and ignored her until she finally gave up and got in the car.
After that Bud had taken nearly any job he could just to keep food on the table. And still Wil had gone to school many days with no lunch money, in clothes from Goodwill. In such a small town, that meant the other kids recognized their own discarded, season-old clothing.
Wil took pride in owning her home because no one had ever expected anything from her. She and Bud had worked hard, and Johnson and Son now had a reputation for quality work and dependability. But she suspected many residents would always view her as the poor girl in secondhand clothes. She’d seen more than her share of pitying looks from her elders over the years.
This afternoon had proved that a part of her that could still be stung by an offhand remark. Jillian Sealy was white-collar, and not just by profession. Her carriage and the confidence with which she made eye contact communicated the expectation that she would be treated a certain way. Despite Wil’s occasional arrogance, she would never have that sense of entitlement. She knew she would always be susceptible to the resurgence of childhood shame, and Jillian’s quick reaction to Rose’s harmless remark had stirred that old inadequacy.
She would probably do best to remember that her relationship with Jillian was strictly professional. They’d lost their heads for one passionate evening, but she could put things back on track. Hell, she’d had a six-month relationship with Andy, one of her crew members, a while back, and they still managed to work together. She had a job to do, and Jillian had made it plain that her plans for them didn’t include anything more than that.
“Yep, keep it professional,” she muttered to herself as she drained the rest of her beer. She put on her safety glasses and set the guard on the saw. Burying herself in measurements and sawdust was one way to clear her mind.

“No, I don’t know when I’ll be home.” Propped against the kitchen counter, Jillian wedged her cell phone between her cheek and shoulder while she filed her nails. Monica, her friend and fellow real-estate agent in Cincinnati, had called to check on her when she hadn’t heard from her in several days.
“I thought you were just going down there to sell the house,” Monica said.
“Well, I was. But there’s a lot to be done before it’s ready to list. Besides, I don’t have a job to rush home to.”
“You could get your old job back.”
“I refuse to beg that asshole to rehire me.” Jillian applied light pink polish to her thumbnail, then debated whether she liked the shade.
“I can talk to my boss.”
“Monica, I’m not worried. I’m sure I could call any number of firms.”
“If you want to get on with a good firm, you shouldn’t stay away too long. Real estate is fickle.”
“As soon as things are sorted here.”
“I’d think you would be in a hurry. There can’t be much in Hicktown to stick around for.”
Jillian immediately recalled the hazy look of passion in Wil’s eyes.
“Jillian?”
“What?” She shivered at the memory of Wil whispering her name.
“Am I missing something?”
“No.” She shook her head as if she could clear Wil’s face from her mind as easily as an Etch-a-Sketch screen. “No. If I take a few weeks and fix the place up, I can make a nice profit.”
“A few weeks? Jillian, get your ass up here while people still remember your name.”
“Don’t be so dramatic. The market will still be there when I get back. Maybe I’ll think about starting my own firm.” She’d planned on going out on her own in about five years anyway. She would just be accelerating that schedule.
After finishing her nails, she carefully recapped the polish and waved her hands to dry. A knock at the door gave her an excuse to end the conversation. “Someone’s here. I’ll call you in a few days.”
She hung up before Monica could protest. When she swung open the door, Wil stood on the porch, staring out at the street.
“Hello, Wil.” After the way they’d left things the day before, Jillian was surprised to see her. From the little she knew about her, she’d expected it would take a few more days for Wil to come around asking for forgiveness.
Wil faced her, shoved her hands in the back pockets of her jeans, and rocked on her heels. Her eyes were hidden by dark sunglasses and her expression was stony.
“We need to go to the hardware store if we’re going to get your kitchen fixtures ordered in time.”
Expecting an apology, Jillian blinked, taken off guard by her lack of contrition.
“I didn’t call,” Wil said abruptly.
“What?”
“I didn’t call. So if this is a bad time I can come back later.”
“Um—no. Now is fine.”
She grabbed her coat and purse from the hook behind the door, locked up, and followed Wil to her truck. It was only a couple of blocks to the hardware store, and if they hadn’t been picking up supplies she would have suggested they walk rather than get in Wil’s truck again. Instead she climbed silently into the cab, staying as close to the door as she could. Beneath the scent of sawdust and paint thinner, she picked up the clean, light scent of Wil’s cologne and cursed her awareness. She didn’t need drama, and if that’s what Wil was after, Jillian should get over her attraction very quickly. But considering the tension in the truck, it would be a long five weeks if she continued to be this physically conscious of Wil.
“I assume, since my father didn’t fire me this morning, you didn’t call him.” Jillian sensed a touch of challenge beneath Wil’s icy tone.
“No.”
She’d considered it, but couldn’t think of a plausible reason to request a different crew. And she couldn’t imagine telling Bud Johnson the real reason she didn’t want to work with his daughter. Out of curiosity, she had contacted another contractor, but they wouldn’t have a crew available for another three weeks. So she was left with little choice but to stick it out with Wil.
“I’m an adult, Wil. I see no reason to mess with your livelihood just because you and I had a misunderstanding.”
Wil laughed humorlessly. “A misunderstanding? Is that what we’re calling it?”
“Well, that would be the civilized way to handle things.” Jillian could have said she was sorry. But stubbornly she refused, not wanting to be the first to apologize.
“Of course.” Wil’s expression was blank. She wheeled into the lot in front of Bill’s Hardware, parked, and jumped out without another word.
Jillian felt like she’d been transported back in time as she followed Wil through the wood-framed screen door. Merchandise covered the walls, each of the six aisles, and nearly every available surface of the small store. A long counter across the front of the store held an antiquated cash register and stacks of catalogs. She wandered down the nearest aisle, passing bins with nails, bolts, and screws of every size. On the back wall she found a complete palette of paint samples arranged in a rack lit with fluorescent bulbs.
She selected several of the small cards in colors she liked and tucked them in her purse. She’d never actually painted a room, but she’d picked up a few home-improvement magazines and decided it sounded simple enough. The interior paint had gone on her list and she’d put the exterior paint on Wil’s.
“We won’t be ready for you to paint anything for at least a week,” Wil said from behind her.
“I know. But I want to take some samples home and consider them. I like this green for the kitchen. And this one for the dining room.”
“It’s yellow.” Wil’s distaste was evident in her tone.
“You don’t like yellow?”
“Ah, it’s not my favorite.”
“But it’s not an obnoxious shade. And it will look perfect with the white trim and really reflect the light in that room.”
“Hey, it’s your house.” Wil raised her hands in surrender.
“Well, it’s really not.” Jillian replaced the rich ochre and selected beige instead. “And it’s better to stick with less dramatic colors when trying to sell.” She recited the advice she’d given numerous clients.
“Have you given any thought to an exterior color?”
“I guess I shouldn’t suggest yellow.”
Wil rolled her eyes and took Jillian’s elbow, seeming not to notice when Jillian started at the contact. “Come over here and look at these kitchen cabinets.”
Jillian shivered, unable, even after Wil released her, to banish the sensory memory of her touch. And it irritated her that Wil seemed unaffected as she led her to a display of varying types and shades of wood samples.
Wil flipped open a catalog on the counter in front of her, and once against Jillian found herself watching Wil’s hands. She remembered the feel of them grasping her hips, guiding her as she thrust against her.
“I think you should choose something of average price, very neutral.”
She forced herself to pay attention to the cabinets Wil pointed out, hoping that concentrating on business would calm her storming senses. Shutting out Wil’s light scent and the warmth of her body so close, Jillian focused on the pages in front of her. She’d intended the kitchen to be attractive yet economical, but as they leafed through the catalog, she noticed the products she’d want in her own home.
“I want these. In white.” She pointed out a set with frosted glass inserts in the upper cabinets. “Dark countertops. Granite, maybe, or engineered stone.”
Wil shook her head. “Too expensive.”
“These are the ones I want,” Jillian insisted, annoyed by Wil’s quick dismissal.
“Then compromise on the countertop. We can do tile cheaper.”
“I like granite.”
“I thought you wanted to make a profit. If you don’t prioritize you’ll never get back what you put into it.”
Wil’s confidence grated against Jillian’s already tender nerves, and when she responded her tone was harsher than she intended. “Suddenly, you’re an expert on real estate.”
Wil stared at her for a moment and she wished she could identify the emotion that flashed quickly in those brilliant blue eyes. “No. But I know something about remodeling.”
“Well, it’s my project. Order these,” she punctuated her words with a jab at the page, “and the granite.”
While Wil wordlessly copied the product information, Jillian opened another catalog. She immediately noticed a beautiful brushed-nickel kitchen faucet whose clean, modern lines would go perfectly with the cabinets she’d just chosen. One glance at the price told her that she’d be pushing Wil if she insisted on ordering it. Instead she found a cheaper model and reminded herself that she planned to sell the house when she was done anyway. She chose a similar set for the bathroom sinks.
“We’re putting the new shower in the master. It’ll need fixtures as well,” Wil said as she added the ones Jillian indicated to her list. “Do you have any ideas about the tile in there?”
“Do I need to decide that now?”
“We won’t start the bathroom until we’re done in the kitchen. But if Bill has to order it, he does need some lead time.”
Jillian thought varying shades of gray tile would complement the slate blue she wanted for the walls. Coupled with the glass shower, and the nickel fixtures, the overall effect would be clean and elegant. She tried to concentrate on the image of the finished bathroom instead of the feel of Wil’s breath against her neck as she leaned over her shoulder to look at the catalog. When Wil brushed against her back, she fought the memory of what had happened in the kitchen when their positions had been reversed.
“We’ll start demolition Monday morning. I’ve arranged for a Dumpster to be delivered. My girls will be there at eight.”
“Your girls?”
“My crew. Three of the hardest-working women you’ll ever find.” Wil started toward the front of the store. As they reached the counter, she called, “Bill, we’re ready.”
A young man pushed through the half door from what Jillian assumed was an office. He looked around Wil’s age, a few years younger than Jillian, she guessed. His sandy hair was shaggy, and he wore a faded black Scorpions T-shirt and worn jeans. When he took Wil’s list and turned to enter it in a compact laptop Jillian hadn’t noticed before, she saw the distinctive shape of a Skoal can in his back pocket. This wasn’t how she’d pictured the “Bill” in Bill’s Hardware. For some reason she imagined an older man in flannel and suspenders.
“All set, Wil.” He handed back her list and a receipt. “I haven’t seen you down at the Ranch lately.”
Wil shrugged. “You know how it is, we’re busy.”
“Me too. Ever since Granddaddy passed, I’ve been running this place by myself. But you gotta let off some steam sometimes.”
“The ranch?” Jillian wondered how working on a ranch could be relaxing.
“Rambles Ranch is a bar on the west side of town. You probably drove by it on your way in,” Wil explained.
Jillian recalled passing the wood-shingled building that resembled a bunkhouse. She hadn’t paid attention to the name stenciled on a sign outside, but the glowing neon beer signs in the windows had made its purpose clear.
“You oughta hire one of the high-school boys to help out nights and weekends.” Wil folded her receipt and shoved it in her jacket pocket.
Bill shrugged. “I’ve got one part-time guy already. And my brother will be home from college next week. He’ll help out for the summer.”
“Well, try not to work too hard,” Wil said as she led Jillian out of the store.
“I guess there are a lot of family-owned businesses in this town,” Jillian commented as they walked to the truck.
“There’s not much in the way of jobs around town. So if you grow up here and want to stick around, you either commute to the city or go into the family business. Most places have been in the same family for generations.”
“Like Bill’s.”
Wil slid behind the wheel and started the truck. “Yep. His grandfather, the one he’s named after, opened the hardware store about the same time mine started Johnson and Son. Bill’s father took off when he and his brother were young, but Bill has been working there since we were in high school.”
Jillian suspected there were several parallels between Bill’s life and Wil’s. Except from what she’d gathered, it was Wil’s mother who had left. She recalled the flash of sadness when Rose mentioned her parents’ split.
“Were you and Bill good friends?”
“Oh, yeah. After Nancy moved away, Billy was my only friend for a while.”
“Really?” Though Wil’s tone was light, it felt false, and Jillian could sense the loneliness she tried to cover. Wil was attractive and magnetic, and Jillian had difficulty imagining her so solitary.
Wil’s right hand rested on the gearshift between them, her other draped over the steering wheel, and she stared straight ahead. “Yeah. I went to school with the same kids from kindergarten on. You wouldn’t think it would matter how much money my family had. Or didn’t have.”
“It was really a big deal? This doesn’t seem like the type of town where wealth is important. It’s too idyllic.”
“It’s not Mayberry. We have our share of problems.”
Jillian laughed. “Yeah, like what? There’s no traffic, no crime, everyone knows everyone else—”
“Exactly. So everybody was fully aware that, while my classmates were shopping and hanging out at the diner all summer, I was building additions to their houses, putting on new roofs, and unstopping their toilets. Because, after all, nothing was beneath us at Johnson and Son.”
Wil bitterly ground out her last words, then clenched her jaw shut, a muscle jumping with the effort.
“And look at you now.”
“Most of the time, I don’t feel any different than I did then.”
Jillian didn’t understand the point in holding on to that past resentment. If someone didn’t think she was good enough, well—screw them. She knew who she was, and she’d never let anyone convince her otherwise.

Chapter Five
“Are you sure I can’t do something to help?” Jillian called from a chair at Rose’s dining-room table. Though it was just the two of them, Rose had laid out matching white chinaware and polished silver on the starched linen tablecloth.
Rose entered from the kitchen with a bowl of mashed potatoes. “That’s okay, dear, I’ve got it.”
“At least let me carry something.” When she returned to the kitchen, Jillian followed.
“Okay, I’ll get the dinner rolls from the oven. You take this.” Rose handed her a platter piled with thick slices of roast beef.
“You have a beautiful home. You must have many happy memories here,” Jillian said as they sat down.
Rose smiled. “Yes. We had some lovely times. But the marks of my daughter’s growth on the bedroom doorjamb and the loose board in the hallway that creaked every time she tried to sneak out aren’t exactly big selling points.”
“Well, I think they are. Not in the traditional sense, maybe. But this house has history, and with that beautiful yard out back, your target buyer is a young family who will make their own memories.”
“That’s nice of you to say.”
They passed dishes back and forth until both of their plates were filled. The aroma of roast beef and rich gravy mingled with fresh-baked rolls that Jillian would bet were made from scratch.
“Are you looking forward to spending more time with your family?” Jillian took a bite. “This is delicious.”
“Yes. I have three great-grandchildren. And for so many years it was just my daughter and I. It will be nice to have family around.”
“It must have been difficult raising a child on your own.”
Despite a few rough patches, Jillian’s parents were still together, and she couldn’t imagine her mother trying to cope alone. Her parents had sacrificed a lot of time to provide her and her brother with their upper-middle-class lifestyle. As a surgeon, her father had been away often during her upbringing, leaving her mother, an obstetrician, with the bulk of the child-rearing responsibilities. But he’d done his part financially, which enabled them to hire a nanny to supplement her mother’s unpredictable schedule.
“Single parenthood definitely wasn’t as prevalent as it is now. As a high school math teacher, I didn’t make much money, so we had some lean times.”
“Wasn’t Aunt Mary a teacher too?”
Rose nodded. “For several years until she married. Her husband didn’t want her to work.”
“I only met him once. My mother isn’t close to that side of her family. She never understood what Aunt Mary found so appealing about small-town living.” Jillian recalled her mother’s numerous derisive comments about her Southern ancestors. “As the years passed, their visits with one another grew fewer and farther between.”
“As often happens, people grow apart.” Sadness colored Rose’s words, but before Jillian could question it, Rose stood and began to stack their plates. “Would you like a slice of pie? Coffee?”
“That sounds great.”
“It’s a beautiful night. Why don’t we take our dessert on the back porch and watch the sun set?”
Rose waved off Jillian’s offer to wash the dishes, insisting she would do it later. So, instead, they settled on the porch, sipped coffee, and enjoyed fresh peach pie.
Jillian stared at the night sky and wondered whether she could see this many stars in Cincinnati, or if she’d just never bothered to look. Though the days were warm and humid, the nights were still cool and the air felt crisp. Crickets had replaced the sounds of the city. Normally a driven person, Jillian wouldn’t have thought she could enjoy sitting still so much. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d spent an entire evening socializing. When she didn’t skip her meals altogether, she either combined them with client meetings or ate on the run. She hoarded what little free time she did have, often taking a quick jog through her neighborhood to clear her head. But the pace of life was slower in Redmond. Maybe she should embrace the opportunity to relax, because she wouldn’t have that chance when she returned home.

“Andy, bring me some more water, will you?” Wil passed her Nalgene bottle over her shoulder.
“Sure thing, boss.” Andy squeezed Wil’s shoulder and bounded down the stairs toward a large orange cooler of water on the open tailgate of Wil’s truck.
Andy had been on Wil’s crew the longest of the three women. In fact, they had gone to high school together, though they hadn’t hung out with each other then. Andy was the star player on the basketball team and had run with the popular crowd. When a knee injury blew her college scholarship, she had applied for work with Johnson and Son. Wil had been heading a crew of men at the time, and Bud had assigned Andy to work with her. Since then, as each of the men left the company, a woman had replaced him, at Wil’s request. She preferred not to deal with the egos of men who didn’t want to work for a woman.
They’d spent their first morning at Jillian’s removing the appliances and starting to tear out the countertops and cabinets. Now they scattered across Jillian’s front porch with their lunches spread out in front of them. Wil sat on the top step with her back pressed against the railing and her legs stretched out in front of her.
A few feet away, Andy’s cousin, Tracy, sat cross-legged in the shade. The two women looked alike, with dark hair and skin, but their resemblance ended there. Andy’s brown eyes were warm and friendly, whereas Tracy’s, a shade deeper, were usually shadowed and secretive. Six months ago, when they’d lost a member of their crew, Wil had hired Tracy as a favor to Andy, but Tracy’s quiet nature made her hard to get to know. Over time, Tracy had begun to open up, even smiling once in a while. Her grin transformed her face, lighting up her features and bringing out matching dimples.
Andy’s partner, Patti, sat on the bottom step mirroring Wil’s position. Patti was knowledgeable and hardworking, but most of all, her patience tempered Andy’s excitable nature.
Andy stepped over Wil’s legs and settled on the floor between them.
“Jillian Sealy sure is hot,” Andy said as she unwrapped her sandwich. Patti gave her a sharp look. “What? You know you have my heart, but, come on, she is. I wonder what her deal is.”
Wil ignored her, pretending to be engrossed in her potato chips.
“Wil, what do you think?”
“Huh?” Wil stalled.
“What do you know about Jillian?”
“Nothing, really.” Wil and Andy had been friends for a long time, ever since they mutually decided they were incompatible as a couple. She knew Andy better than anyone else, which was probably why she hesitated to talk about Jillian. Andy loved good gossip, even when she herself was involved. It had taken only a day for word of Wil and Andy’s split to spread around town. And Wil didn’t want what had transpired between her and Jillian taking the same route.
“Come on, Wil. I heard you’ve been over to Rose Beam’s with her and down to the hardware store. What did you two talk about?”
“About her plans for the house.” Wil let her displeasure with Andy’s prying seep into her voice.
“Andy, leave her alone,” Patti warned, but Andy persisted.
“But is she a lesbian? Single?”
Wil balled her napkin and shoved it into her lunch bag. She stood and scowled down at Andy. “How about less talking and more eating, so we can get back to work.” Wil strode down the steps toward her truck before Andy could respond, and she couldn’t hear what she muttered to Patti.
Wil had just stowed her empty bag in her truck when she spotted Jillian walking up the sidewalk toward her. She slipped her sunglasses from her pocket and put them on before allowing her eyes to roam the length of Jillian’s body. Pressed khaki slacks covered her long legs, but they would feel lean and strong wrapped around Wil. A sudden breeze molded Jillian’s light cotton blouse to her torso, and the sensation of her breasts seemed to be burned into Wil’s palms. She curled her fingers into fists and deliberately tried to replace her awareness with indifference.
“Did you have a nice walk?” Already losing her fight, she stepped closer.
“Yes. I met Rose at the diner for lunch.”
Wil shook her head. “I don’t know how you can eat there every day.”
Jillian laughed and patted her stomach. “I’m going to gain thirty pounds before the house is ready.”
“Oh, now, I know better than to say something like that to a woman.”
“You didn’t have to say it. I did.” Jillian had never been a creature of habit, but the familiar faces and the heavy cooking smells as she walked in the diner were oddly comforting. She glanced toward the house. “Are you making progress?”
“Yeah. We’re on track. What are you going to do this afternoon?” Wil raised her hand as if she wanted to touch Jillian’s arm, then let it drop back to her side.
Suddenly, the only thing Jillian wanted to do was spend more time with Wil. “I don’t know. What are you guys doing? Do you need any help?”
Wil gave a halfhearted smile, and Jillian was irritated that the sunglasses prevented her from seeing if it changed her eyes. Jillian imagined that if she could see them they would still be arctic and emotionless. She wondered if she would be so bothered by that thought if she hadn’t already seen them bright with desire.
“I agreed to let you work on your projects at the same time. But I can’t let you work with us.” 
“Why not?”
“For starters, my father would have a fit. Besides, that’s why you’re paying us. By tomorrow we’ll have the kitchen completely gutted. We’ll spend the rest of the week pushing out that wall and installing the new window in the breakfast nook. Next week I’ll give you one day if you want to paint before we install the new cabinets.”
“That would be easier than painting around them.” Jillian made a mental note to go back down to the hardware store and buy the paint and supplies. “Your crew seems great. I get the impression you’re all close.”
“Andy and I are—friends. And she and Patti are together. I don’t know Tracy very well, but Andy says she’s good people.”
“A whole crew of lesbians?”
Wil shook her head. “Tracy’s straight. Recently divorced.” Wil glanced toward the porch where the girls were cleaning up the remains of their lunch. “We better get back to work.”
Jillian stood on the sidewalk as Wil quickly took the steps to the front porch. As she approached the other women, she pulled a small notebook out of her pocket and flipped it open. Though Jillian could hear the low timbre of Wil’s voice, she wasn’t close enough to hear her words. But her attention was focused on Wil’s long fingers as they gestured toward the paper. The women listened carefully and nodded in respectful agreement.
She’d already decided that Wil was competent and dedicated. And judging from her suggestions at the hardware store, she could complement Jillian’s vision for the finished renovation. Jillian was glad she hadn’t let a night’s indiscretion interfere with their professional relationship.

A generic country band competed with the din of conversation and laughter throughout the darkened interior of Rambles Ranch. But sitting at the bar with her back to the crowd, Wil ignored the noise. She swirled three swallows of amber liquid in her mug and thought she should probably just finish her beer and go home. Not in the mood for company, she’d avoided making eye contact with anyone but the bartender. The only reason she’d even come out was because she’d grown tired of restlessly prowling her house and replaying intimate moments with Jillian.
Her first full day of working at Jillian’s hadn’t been too bad. They’d made a lot of progress and Jillian had stayed out of their way. But though Wil wanted to ignore her, she was constantly aware of the sounds of Jillian working in another part of the house. And she didn’t like the blaze of arousal when she caught sight of Jillian passing through the hallway adjacent to the kitchen. There was absolutely no logical reason why helping Tracy rip out the old countertop should make her wet from the memory of taking Jillian on that very surface.
“What’s on your mind?”
“Nothing.” Wil glanced up as Andy settled on the stool next to her.
“Come on. I know that look. You’re thinking about something serious.”
“No. It’s definitely not serious.” Wil drained her mug and set it back on the bar. “I’m surprised your woman let you out of the house tonight.”
“You know she hates it when you call her that.” Andy signaled the bartender, pointed at Wil’s empty glass, and held up two fingers. “She knows I’m safe if I’m out with you.”
“Oh, yeah? Why’s that?”
“Because you haven’t let a woman within ten feet of you in months.”
“If you only knew,” Wil murmured, too low for Andy to hear over the music. She flashed on the image of Jillian’s face as she climaxed and felt an answering tightness in her stomach.
“It’s not like you couldn’t have anyone you want. Especially after you spent most of last month sweating your ass off up on the church roof in your cargos and a tight white tee.”
“We were working. And it was hot,” Wil protested. “Besides, you were up there with me, and I don’t recall you wearing much more.”
“Sure. But I’m taken. And”—she pinched the spot on her side she referred to as a love handle—“I don’t have your rock-hard body.”
“Shut up.” Wil laughed and punched Andy’s arm.
“So what’s the problem? You’re not still pining after me, are you?” The reference to their relationship was a testament to how far they’d come. The jokes hadn’t been so easy in the first few months. But now that Andy was happily involved with someone else, they’d both put the past behind them and their easy camaraderie had returned.
Wil shrugged. “This town is so damn small. Everybody who’s single has been with everybody else. It just feels a little incestuous.”
“Yeah, we need some fresh meat around here.” Andy grinned and lifted her glass. “What about Jillian Sealy? She’s definitely got a fresh—”
“Andy,” Wil warned.
“What?”
“We’re working for her.” It certainly wasn’t the first time Wil had crossed a line physically with a client. But the few times she had, she’d kept it from her crew. And it had never been more than a mutual sharing of pleasure. She didn’t discuss her personal life, especially not her childhood. But despite the differences between them, something about Jillian invited her to open up. Even when she accused Jillian of condescending to her, Wil desperately wanted to change her mind, to prove she was worthy.
“Okay. But you have to admit she’s gorgeous.” Andy took a sip of her beer, then shrugged. “She’s probably a snob anyway.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Well, look at the way she dresses, all proper and perfectly creased. And that BMW sure wasn’t cheap.”
Wil had accused Jillian of being exactly how Andy was now assessing her. But for some reason, hearing Andy say it bothered Wil. Sure, Jillian’s wardrobe was designer, her car screamed money, and she had a swagger in her walk that said she was entitled to something. But Wil had touched her, had held her while she pled for more, then tumbled into orgasm. Wil couldn’t forget the passion she had seen beneath her cool exterior. Jillian Sealy had another layer, and Wil wanted to see it again.

Chapter Six
Get ready to sweat, folks, because we’re in for a hot, hot summer. Today we’ll have record high temps…
Jillian flipped the radio dial in search of music and, finding only a few options among the static, finally settled on a country station. She rolled up the sleeves of her old button-down shirt, then picked up a can of paint and poured some into a tray.
Within minutes she was immersed in the monotonous action of painting. Brad Paisley’s guitar didn’t quite drown out the rhythmic wet sound of the roller against the wall. She’d been fairly productive the previous week, completing some of her smaller projects while Wil’s crew worked in the kitchen. Though they saw each other in passing, by tacit agreement, they avoided being alone together.
But even with that distance, Jillian noticed far more about Wil than she wanted to. One day she’d wandered into the driveway while taking a break and found Wil there measuring the wood that would frame the new window. Wil’s eyebrows drew together in concentration as she pulled a pencil from behind her ear and marked the cuts. When Wil glanced up, for a moment, Jillian had been the subject of that intense focus. Without thinking she’d offered Wil her water bottle. When Wil had stepped close to take it, she smelled like sweat and sawdust, and Jillian wondered why that should be such an arousing combination.
Now she had to remind herself why she should just hurry up and get the house done and sold, and move on. Certainly, in the beginning flirting with Wil had been a nice distraction, and the sex—God, the sex had been incredible. But then she’d hurt Wil’s feelings, though Wil had hidden it under anger, and things had become complicated. When their interaction was no longer a fun flirtation, she saw no point in carrying on, because it wasn’t as if she intended to move to rural Tennessee and set up housekeeping with Wil Johnson. Though her time there was a nice break from her life, she just wasn’t a small-town girl. Nor could she imagine Wil flourishing in her world back in Cincinnati.
She forced Wil from her mind and concentrated instead on her plans for the house, plotting again the changes she still wanted to make. She’d checked some comps in the area and had worked out her projected asking price. After reviewing Wil’s schedule, she’d also set a tentative date for an open house.
Two hours later, her arms ached, but she’d nearly finished the first coat. That weather guy hadn’t been joking. She took off her shirt, leaving only a tank top, and wiped a towel over her neck and chest. It wasn’t even noon yet and the room was already stifling. She opened the kitchen window and a breeze swept in, pushing out the chemical smell of the paint and cooling her damp skin.
Before she could linger for long, she prodded herself back to work. Wil had only given her the one day for painting before her crew reclaimed the kitchen. Jillian sighed as her thoughts circled back to Wil, and she put a bit more muscle behind the roller to stave off the distraction.

“Andy, hand me that pipe wrench,” Wil said over her shoulder and held her arm out behind her. The cool metal handle was pushed into her hand. “Thanks.”
Wil suspected the house had once had the heavy porcelain fixtures of its era, but at some point, the master bath had undergone a renovation. A stock vanity sink and a fiberglass tub and shower shell had been installed, probably in an effort to save money. The changes Jillian wanted to make would bring back some of the classic styles and add a few new trends. So while Andy and Tracy removed the shower, Wil disconnected the pipes that supplied the sink.
“Are you having any problems with that?” When she received no response, she glanced over her shoulder and found she was now alone in the room.
The showerhead and knobs lay on the floor, but other than that, it appeared little progress had been made. Wil didn’t have to look very far for the two women. As she stepped out of the room she found both Andy and Tracy standing in the hallway and peeking into the kitchen.
As Wil approached quietly, Andy gave a low whistle. “So much for prim and proper.”
“What are you—” As Wil looked around the doorjamb, her brain ceased to function. Jillian stood with her back to them, paint roller in hand. Her cutoff denim shorts ended just below the curve of her ass, leaving long legs exposed all the way down to her bare feet. When she stretched to reach the upper part of the wall, her ribbed tank top pulled tight. The muscles in her calves bunched as she rose to her tiptoes, and Wil imagined tracing her fingers down them, then taking one of those perfectly shaped feet in her hands. Busy enjoying the view, Wil was slow to realize that Andy and Tracy still stood beside her.
“Aren’t you two supposed to be taking out that shower?” Wil snapped.
Andy’s eyes never left Jillian, so she didn’t see Wil’s glare. “Are you kidding? And miss this—” She looked at Wil and choked off her words. “Uh, yeah. We’re going.”
“You don’t want Patti to catch you ogling Jillian, anyway,” Tracy teased as they headed for the bathroom.
Wil waited until they were gone to enter the kitchen. Jillian hadn’t noticed her yet, so Wil admired her a moment longer before clearing her throat loudly enough to be heard over the music.
“Oh, hey, Wil.” Jillian crossed to the counter and turned down the radio. “How’s the bathroom coming along?” Wil seemed dazed, and when several seconds went by with no answer, she thought she’d have to repeat herself.
“Don’t you think you should put some clothes on?”
Jillian looked down at herself, thinking she was sufficiently covered. “There’s nothing wrong with what I’m wearing.”
“You’ve got workers in the house.”
Jillian was confused. She didn’t think Wil was a prude, so what was the problem if she wanted to be comfortable in her own house? Just then one of Wil’s crew passed the doorway, and when Jillian caught an appreciative glance, she thought she understood. She took a step closer, and Wil’s eyes narrowed and she drew a quick breath. Jillian wanted to trace a fingertip along the neckline of Wil’s T-shirt just to see what kind of reaction she would get. A thrill raced along her spine, but she didn’t move, fearful that touching Wil would test her own willpower a bit too much.
“I have a house full of women, Wil. It’s not like I have anything they haven’t seen before.”
“So if I had a man on my crew you would cover up?”
Jillian shrugged. “You don’t.”
“Andy’s gay,” Wil blurted almost desperately.
“I know. You told me. She and Patti seem pretty serious.” Jillian could tell by Wil’s expression that she realized it was a ridiculous thing to say. Despite her growing irritation, Jillian kept her tone even. She’d often found that the appearance of disinterest was as effective as raising her voice. And it was clear Wil was becoming frustrated with her lack of emotion.
“So you walking around half naked—”
“I am not half naked. You’re overreacting. I was trying to let it go, but if you really want to force the issue, why does my attire have you so—bothered?”
“I’m not,” Wil stuttered, and took a step back.
“Really? Because you seem a bit off-kilter.”
“No. I’m perfectly—on-kilter.”
Jillian smiled. “I don’t think that’s a word.”
“If you want to walk around flaunting yourself, that’s your business.”
Wil still seemed flustered, and Jillian suspected she knew why, because her own awareness simmered just beneath her skin. They could probably go back and forth like this all day, when in truth they would both just get more and more aroused. She’d already endured waking after more than one erotic dream about Wil, so she was only torturing herself. But for reasons she didn’t understand, Jillian couldn’t back down.
Instead, she tossed her head deliberately and said, “I’m a single woman. Is there any reason why I shouldn’t flaunt whatever I want to?”
Wil’s jaw was tight as she stared at Jillian, then without a word she turned and strode away, barely pausing as she met Andy in the living room.
“I’ll be working at Miss Beam’s. Call my cell if you need anything.”
She was out the front door before Andy could reply. When Andy shrugged and headed for the bathroom, Jillian still stood watching through the screen door as Wil stalked to her truck. Wil was sexy when she was agitated. And since Jillian had already had a taste of that passion, she thought she might reconsider having a casual affair.

Using the claw of her hammer, Wil pried plank after plank from the deck of Rose’s porch. The destructive activity was just what she needed. She’d arrived still steaming from her encounter with Jillian and had stopped only long enough to tell Rose she was there before she got to work. She was wound up, and since releasing that tension with Jillian the way she really wanted to was out of the question, she’d do it here, tearing away the rotted boards.
She didn’t know why Jillian got so far under her skin, but it seemed anytime she was around, Wil was either turned on or irritated. Sure, she’d had relationships, some serious and some—well, not so serious. She certainly wasn’t a prude, and in her younger days she’d had no aversion to physical interactions with no future. But she wasn’t a kid anymore. Now she wanted more.
She saw what Andy and Patti had and she wanted that—someone to share her life with, someone to build that house with, another person who knew her completely. And it was clear Jillian Sealy wasn’t that woman. Her time in Redmond was far too temporary. Wil could almost feel the days ticking away. She couldn’t explain it, but somehow she knew that she’d never be able to keep things strictly physical between them even for the short weeks until Jillian left. Since she wasn’t up for having her heart broken, it was best to keep her distance, which was frustrating as hell when she kept remembering how it felt to touch her.
Yes, she’d overreacted to Jillian’s attire, but after she’d opened her mouth she couldn’t figure out how to back down. So she’d latched on to a reason to leave. She had promised Rose she’d come over, and her crew had things covered at Mary’s. Despite the legitimate excuse, Wil couldn’t stop thinking about Jillian, and that bothered her. No one had ever gotten to her so much that she couldn’t lose herself in her work. Since the day she’d hired on with her father, it had always been her escape from whatever weighed on her personally. 
But now, at odd moments, the memory of Jillian’s lilting laugh, of the way her smile lifted one side of her mouth slightly more than the other, or of the unexpected contrast of solid metal against Jillian’s tender nipple distracted her. Jesus, it was that kind of thinking that would get her in trouble. But despite knowing this, she involuntarily recalled the feel of that nipple against her tongue.
Just as her mind took hold of that image, Rose came around the corner of the house, and Wil shifted gears.
“I hope being here isn’t keeping you from anything important at Mary’s.” In one hand Rose carried a pair of gardening gloves, and in the other a small foam pad meant for kneeling next to flower beds.
“Oh, no, ma’am. Andy, Tracy, and Patti are taking care of things.” Wil paused and laid down her hammer. “Jillian’s painting the kitchen today.”
“She’s a sweet girl.”
Wil could think of several other adjectives for Jillian, such as stubborn, spoiled, smart, and sexy.
“She’s got backbone and a mind of her own too. She reminds me of Mary when we were just a bit younger than she is now.” Rose smiled. “Do you think Mary knew Jillian was so much like her?”
“I doubt it. I got the impression that Jillian didn’t know Mary well at all. Still, there must be a reason Mary chose her.”
“I’m sure there was.” For a moment, Wil thought she was going to say more, but she changed the subject. “I have bingo, then lunch with the ladies tomorrow. But I never lock the back door, so if you come over, just go on in the house.”
Wil nodded and picked up her hammer. Even though things were changing all over the world, it was still safe to leave the door unlocked in Redmond.
The small town had a sense of history that had dissipated in America’s cities. In Redmond, everyone knew everyone else, and folks could still tell stories about someone’s ancestors. Where else would so many people remember when Boone Rivers got arrested for painting “Marry me, Becky” on the side of her daddy’s barn? Her father had dropped the charges, but only after Boone had repainted the entire barn. Of course, Wil suspected Becky’s father didn’t still have any hard feelings, since Becky and Boone had just given him his fifth grandchild.

Chapter Seven
“The edge of the island will start here.” Wil pulled a tape measure to a point near the center of the kitchen.
“How long is it?” Patti knelt beside her.
“Six feet,” Wil recalled quickly, without looking at her notes.
She had been back to Jillian’s only briefly in the two days since they’d argued, and had purposely stopped by to check the progress when she knew Jillian was out. Her crew was installing the new floor in the kitchen, and she really didn’t need to supervise such a simple task. Instead, she’d finished the projects at Rose’s.
But the cabinets were being delivered today, so she’d had to return. When she’d walked into the kitchen moments ago, Jillian had been talking with Patti and Tracy. But Wil needn’t have worried if she should apologize to Jillian, because just then Jillian’s cell rang and she excused herself to answer it.
So, while they waited, Wil began to go over the layout of the new kitchen with her crew. She paced out the dimensions she and Jillian had discussed, pleased with the traffic flow in the new area. She imagined how easily anyone could move from the refrigerator to the stove or island while preparing meals.
“It’s going to be a beautiful kitchen. Did Jillian design it?” Patti asked as Wil indicated where the dishwasher would go.
“She had the initial plans and I altered them a bit.”
“Well, it’s great. You work well together.” When Wil didn’t respond she continued, “What’s going on between you two?”
Wil glanced up sharply. “I thought meddling was your wife’s job.”
“Hey,” Andy protested.
But Patti shrugged, unperturbed. “Usually. But I’ll make an exception for you.”
“Don’t.” She didn’t want to talk about Jillian, least of all in front of her entire crew. Patti was crossing a line in their normal working relationship.
Patti ignored her warning. “One of the things I’ve enjoyed about working with you all these years is how easygoing you are. I’ve never seen you spend so much time away from a job—”
“You guys have handled things just fine without me.”
“And when you are around you’re jumpy as hell.” Patti went on as if Wil hadn’t spoken. “You bristle every time anyone even mentions Jillian’s name.”
“Damn it, Patti. I said drop it.” When a horn sounded outside, Wil seized the reason to escape. “We have more important things to do than stand around analyzing my moods.”
She walked out through the garage as a white box truck lumbered to a stop at the curb and Bill leaned out the open window.
“Got a delivery for you,” he called as she came down the driveway.
“Hang on. I’ll get Jillian to move her car and you can back in here,” Wil said before jogging back to the house.
Jillian was pacing the backyard, still on the phone. Wil paused as she stepped onto the back porch, and Jillian stopped with her back to Wil and threw up one hand.
“I’m working on it, Mom. Doing it right takes time. Yes, I’ll be there.” Obviously frustrated, she spun around and saw Wil standing there. “I’ve gotta go. I’ll call you later.”
“Sorry. Bill’s here and we need you to move your car.”
“My mother,” Jillian explained unnecessarily as she flipped the phone shut. “Reminding me that their anniversary party is the day after tomorrow.”
“Are you heading home, then?” Though she’d been avoiding Jillian, a hollow feeling still accompanied the thought of her leaving.
“Just for a couple days. She’s in a hurry for me to get back home for good, though.”
“If I recall, you were in a bit of a rush as well.”
“I was. I mean, I still am.” Jillian paused, seeming to weigh her words. “But there’s something about this house I don’t want to let go of.”
“It doesn’t seem practical to keep it. There’s not a lot of money in rental properties in this town.”
“No, I can’t imagine that there is.” Jillian pulled her keys from her pocket and tossed them to Wil. “Move it wherever you need to.”
Jillian watched her go, then resumed her pacing. Her conversation with her mother had left her agitated. But more than her mother’s words, Jillian was unsettled by her own feelings. She had no connection to this home or the people who made their lives here. But she’d begun to feel invested on more than a financial level.
“This is ridiculous,” she murmured. She had always been business-minded and her goals hadn’t changed. Sell the house, get back to civilization, and find another job. She was surprised at how unconcerned she was with what direction her career would ultimately take. They must put something in the water here. Because certainly that was the only way she could be feeling misty about some small town, an aunt she never knew, and an old house. She purposely left Wil off that list.

“Everything you ordered for the kitchen and master bath is here.” Bill handed over a clipboard with the invoice attached for Wil to sign.
When he tore off the yellow copy of the invoice and handed it to her, Wil scanned it, but the prices were higher than she expected. They’d carried the cabinets into the dining room and stacked the rest of the boxes in the garage. She crossed to a nearby box, flicked open her pocket knife, and sliced through the tape. She examined the kitchen faucet, then one of the bathroom ones as well.
“Bill, these aren’t the faucets I ordered.”
“I know. Miss Jillian was in last week and changed the order.”
“But these cost twice as much as the ones we originally chose.”
He shrugged. “I told her how much they were.”
“Damn it,” Wil mumbled.
“Do you want me to send them back?”
Wil considered it, thinking that since Jillian didn’t consult her before changing the order, she shouldn’t have to check with her either. But then Jillian would probably insist on the more expensive ones anyway, so she decided they might as well have this fight now rather than when the original fixtures came in. “No. I’ll take them for now. But if I talk her into the cheaper ones, can I return them?”
“Sure thing, Wil.” His expression said he doubted she’d change Jillian’s mind, and Wil was afraid he was right. He shook her hand, then climbed into the cab of his truck.
When Wil walked into the dining room, Jillian was admiring the cabinets as Andy, Patti, and Tracy removed the protective packing.
“I can’t wait to see these installed. Do we have the countertop too?” She looked around.
“It’s over here.” Tracy crossed to several long expanses of granite leaned against the far wall. She smiled shyly at Jillian and peeled back the corner of the protective paper, revealing the dark marbled surface. “This stuff is so durable. Once we get it sealed it won’t scratch, chip, or stain.”
Wil stared, thinking that was the most she’d heard Tracy say to Jillian at once.
Jillian moved to Tracy’s side and examined the countertop. “It’ll look great.” When Jillian gave her an excited smile, Tracy blushed.
“The faucets and fixtures are in the garage, if you’d like to see them as well,” Wil said quietly.
Judging from Jillian’s guilty expression, she knew right away what was wrong. “Wil, I—”
“Come look at them.” Wil took Jillian’s arm and led her toward the garage. She didn’t want to argue in front of her crew.
“Hey,” Jillian protested as Wil practically shoved her through the door. She jerked her arm out of Wil’s grasp. “I don’t think that was necessary.”
Normally, Wil wouldn’t touch a client, but considering how familiar they’d been, she hadn’t given it a second thought. She reached into the open box, pulled out a kitchen faucet, and held it in front of Jillian. “Do you want to tell me what this is?”
“Well, if you don’t know, then I’ve hired the wrong contractor,” Jillian shot back sarcastically.
“I’m serious, Jillian.”
“What’s the problem? I can afford it.”
“Well, for starters, you could have told me so I didn’t look like an idiot with Bill. I should know what orders are going through for my job site.”
“You would’ve tried to talk me out of it.”
“Damn right. If you keep making expensive choices you’re cutting into your profit. These faucets aren’t going to raise the value of the house.”
“I know.” Jillian sighed. Wil was giving her the same advice she would give a client. But she hadn’t considered that when she’d changed the order. She couldn’t seem to stop imagining how she would decorate the house if she were keeping it. “But I was down there getting the paint and when I saw these, I just had to have them.”
“I can return them and get the less expensive ones. It won’t delay our timeline if we just move on and install them when they come in.” Wil began to put them back in the box, but Jillian stopped her with a hand on her arm.
“No. They’re here now. I’d like to keep them.” She’d made a decision, and Wil’s assumption that she would abandon it at the first challenge only hardened her resolve.
“It’s not a smart investment.”
“I know.”
“You’ve got to be the most stubborn—” Realizing she was raising her voice, Wil paused and took a breath. She didn’t want her crew to overhear them arguing. “Jillian, what am I missing?” Initially, Wil had gotten the impression that Jillian was smart and ambitious about making money on the sale of Mary’s house. Now she seemed not only to be hesitant, but also recklessly spending money in ways that wouldn’t benefit her in the long run. “I thought I understood your goals for this project.”
“I thought I did too.” Jillian pulled a key from her pocket and handed it to Wil. “I’ve got to do this anniversary thing. I’m going to leave early in the morning and drive up. Will you take care of things here while I’m gone? Please, don’t forget to lock up when you’re not here.”
“What?” The quick subject change confused Wil. Jillian had asserted her opinion and now she was refusing to discuss it further. But Wil was not so easily distracted. “We’re not done talking about this.”
“Yes. We are. Put in the fixtures I ordered.”
Wil wanted to argue, but her father’s philosophy regarding pleasing the client echoed in her head. Besides, what business was it of hers if this particular client wanted to waste her money? So instead, she inclined her head in mock submission. “The customer is always right.”
Jillian smiled. “See that you remember that.”
“I will. Do you have any other decrees?” Wil was quite aware that when it came to Jillian, she gave in more than she normally would. And that thought made her uncomfortable, but she couldn’t ignore Jillian’s mildly flirtatious tone.
Jillian’s smile widened. “I might be able to think of something. So long as you remember who’s the boss.”
Pleasure curled tightly in Wil’s stomach. Jillian’s words should have reminded her that she would always be someone’s underling. From anyone else they would have inspired anger. But somehow the thought of Jillian controlling her in an entirely different way brought a surprisingly strong wave of arousal. Suddenly she was glad Jillian would be gone for a few days, because distance was exactly what she needed.

“Wil, it’s almost eight o’clock. How late do you plan to work?”
Wil craned her head to look out from the cabinet under the sink where she was installing the plumbing. Andy stood bent over with a plaintive look on her face but Wil wasn’t swayed. “Until it’s done. Stop whining.”
Andy had already asked three times in the last two hours if they could go home, and she was getting on Wil’s nerves. All of a sudden her crew was averse to a little hard work?
“I’m not whining. You’re a damn slave driver.”
“We’re not getting any closer to done with you just standing around.” Wil scooted out and stood up to face her.
“There’s at least two hours of work left here. Just because you don’t have a life, that doesn’t mean the rest of us don’t have things to do.” Andy planted her hands on her hips, and Wil knew she was bracing for a showdown.
Patti said diplomatically, “We have been working late every day. Maybe we could just get a fresh start Monday.” 
“Jillian’s going to be back tomorrow and I want this done before then.”
“So we all have to suffer so you can impress a woman you’re never going to make a move on anyway?”
“Andy, hold on,” Tracy began, but Andy cut her off.
“No.” She turned challenging eyes on Wil. “Do you think we don’t see the way you stare at her? Yeah, she’s good-looking. But please don’t make a fool of yourself. She’s leaving in a couple of weeks, and she won’t give this place a second thought.”
“Wait a damn minute. A few weeks ago you were trying to convince me to go after her. But now I’m making a fool of myself?”
“Wil, we just don’t want you to get hurt.” Patti stepped between them and put a hand on her shoulder.
Wil glanced at each of them, seeing sympathy in three pairs of eyes, and realized they’d come to a consensus before this conversation. “So you’ve all been discussing this. Sitting around talking about how pathetic Wil is for chasing some chick that’s out of her league.”
“If anyone thinks she’s out of your league, it’s her,” Andy shot back angrily.
“She’s not like that.”
“She knows she’s hot and thinks you should just fall at her feet and—”
“She’s not like that,” Wil repeated firmly, uncertain if she was trying to convince Andy or herself. She watched Andy’s eyes narrow with comprehension.
“You slept with her.”
“What?”
“Are you crazy?”
Patti and Tracy spoke at the same time, protesting, then fell silent when Wil didn’t argue.
All three women stared at her until Andy broke the silence. “How was it?”
“Amazing,” Wil answered honestly.
“I can’t believe I didn’t see it before now. How long has this been going on?” Andy asked, and Wil knew she was hurt that she hadn’t told her.
“It happened once. Two weeks ago.”
“So what now?”
Wil shook her head. “Nothing.”
“Why not?”
“You said it yourself. She’s leaving in a couple of weeks.”
“But if you—”
“It’s late. Let’s call it a night. In fact, take the rest of the weekend.” Wil made it clear she didn’t want to discuss Jillian further. “Try to keep this to yourself, please, Andy, at least until she leaves.” She wasn’t worried about her own reputation, but she didn’t want to take a chance Jillian might find out people were gossiping about her.
“Don’t worry, Wil. She’ll keep her mouth shut,” Patti assured her, giving Andy a stern look. “Let’s go, girls.”
They quickly packed up and headed for the front door. The last of the three to leave, Patti paused and looked back. “You coming, Wil?”
“Yeah. I’m going to clean up a little, then lock up.”
Patti nodded, then, apparently not fooled, she said, “Don’t work too late.”
When they’d gone, Wil crawled back under the sink. She hadn’t wanted her crew to find out that she’d been with Jillian and hoped one of them wouldn’t slip up and say something in front of Jillian. After she’d finished the plumbing, she installed the faucet.
Despite Patti’s admonishment, Wil worked well into the night. She thought briefly about going down to Rambles Ranch. Friday nights were usually busy, and she could probably find someone to take her mind off Jillian Sealy. But in a moment of honesty she admitted that probably wasn’t going to happen.
Though she knew it was foolish, as if she were a teenager trying to impress a crush, she wanted to present Jillian the finished kitchen when she returned the next afternoon. When she was a teen she’d never had the means or the confidence to impress anyone. An outsider, confused about her own identity, Wil wasn’t sought after by any of the boys in her class. And even if she’d admitted to herself she was attracted to girls, she wouldn’t have been brave enough to act on her feelings.
But after high school, she’d outgrown her concern about anyone else’s opinion. The business was doing well and she’d bought her house. Finally, she began to feel like she had something to offer. And once she’d accepted her homosexuality, she’d discovered that the same qualities that made her unattractive to the boys made the women want her.

Chapter Eight
Jillian stepped out of her BMW and shaded her eyes against the late-afternoon sun hanging low in the sky. Wil sat on the front porch of Mary’s house, elbows resting on her knees. As she popped the trunk, Wil stood. Dressed completely in black, she looked lean, dangerous, and exciting. And though Jillian was exhausted after the nine-hour drive from Ohio, she couldn’t think of anything she’d rather come home to. Except this wasn’t home, and Wil wasn’t hers.
“Welcome back.” Wil joined her next to the car. “Did you have a nice trip?”
“Two days with my entire family,” Jillian answered sarcastically, pulling her suitcase and laptop bag from her trunk. “It was a laugh a minute.”
“Not close to your folks?”
“Actually, I am. But they maintain a level of pretense that can be exhausting.”
Jillian had always known that about her parents, but it had never been so obvious as these past couple of days. When she’d told her mother about her work on Mary’s house, she’d received only a condescending look and a snippy comment about working among rednecks rubbing off on her. Her father hadn’t reacted much better, saying that she should sell the house under market value and get back home. He warned she was wasting her time. But as she thought about how much more relaxed and stress-free life felt there, she didn’t think it was a waste. And she still believed she would make more profit on the house after the work was done. But she’d have to decide soon about whether to continue the renovation.
She’d gone by her condo to check on things and retrieved a voice mail from her former firm’s biggest competitor. The president had called her personally, kissing ass on her answering machine and imploring her to return his call so they could discuss a “mutually beneficial proposal.” She’d let him wait one more day before phoning him back and he’d offered her a top spot at his firm, but he wanted her there next week. She’d asked for two more weeks, claiming she still had matters in her aunt’s estate to wrap up.
Wil picked up Jillian’s suitcase and followed her toward the house. “Do you have any siblings?”
“One brother. He and his wife have four boys.”
“Wow. I’ll bet that’s a handful.”
“They kept hoping for a girl. His wife would give it one more try, if he’d agree. But I think he’s done.”
“I can’t imagine such a big family. It’s just been me and my dad for so long.” Wil held the front door open.
“Do you see your mother often?” Jillian dropped her luggage right inside.
“More than I used to. When she first left, I was angry and didn’t want to have anything to do with her. Plus, Dad needed me. We had a rough time for a while.”
“And now?”
“Now I’m trying to understand that it wasn’t really about us, because we couldn’t make her happy. She had to do that for herself.”
Jillian was curious about how the emotionally injured child Wil described had grown into the strong woman standing before her.
“So you’ve lived here all your life?”
“Born and raised.”
“Have you ever thought about living anyplace else?”
“You mean, anyplace bigger?” Defensiveness colored her tone. 
“Well, yes.” Jillian refused to apologize for believing there was more out there than this small town could offer.
“I’m not sheltered. I’ve visited other places, but I’ll always come back here. This is home.”
“But there’s so much more to the world than Redmond.” Even after Jillian’s time here, she could only begin to imagine the differences in their childhoods. Certainly, Wil’s father had never taken her to the theater or the symphony. Jillian had grown up being shuttled from ballet lessons to soccer practice by the current nanny. In high school, she’d excelled at academics, but her priority had been making sure she kept up with the latest fashion trends so as not to be outdone by a classmate.
“I have everything I need here.” Wil’s answer was quick, as if she couldn’t miss what she’d never had. She took Jillian’s hand and led her toward the kitchen. “Come see what we did while you were gone.”
What Jillian saw as they stepped in the room far surpassed her vision. The pristine cabinets contrasted beautifully with the dark countertop and tile floor. Natural light washed in through the new, larger window, making the room feel airy and open. The appliances had come in while she was gone, and seeing their sleek exteriors fall in perfectly with the design of the room made Jillian wish she knew how to cook.
“Oh, Wil, it’s perfect.” She squeezed Wil’s hand, not having realized until then that she still held it.
“If kitchens really do sell houses, you shouldn’t have any problem unloading this one.”
“Yeah.” Jillian released Wil’s hand and wandered around the room, touching surfaces and opening drawers. “I guess I’ll go get some things, so at least I can make coffee and a few simple meals.”
“So, peanut butter and jelly, then?” Wil said.
Jillian smiled. “That sounds about right.” She ran a hand along the edge of the sink.
“We still have some minor touches.” Wil watched as Jillian tested the faucet, then when their eyes met, she said, “Yes. It looks good. But I still say you should have stuck with the less expensive ones.”
Jillian raised an eyebrow and laughed. “Can’t just admit I was right, can you?”
Wil shrugged. “It’s your money.” The new faucet complemented the kitchen design perfectly, and Wil might have chosen it herself if it were for her own home. But she wouldn’t tell Jillian that.
“You guys must have worked hard to get all this done.”
“Once we got started, everything went smoothly.”

Jillian opened her eyes and the sun slashing through the window sent a blinding pain through her skull. Trying to escape, she rolled over, but her stomach violently protested the sudden movement and a deep throb began in her temple.
“Oh shit,” she muttered. “I cannot be sick.” Keeping her eyes tightly closed, she groped for the cordless phone on the nightstand, then dialed by feel.
She told Rose she wouldn’t be able to make it to Sunday brunch as they’d planned. After disconnecting the phone, she dropped it on the floor beside the bed, drew her knees up to her chest, and concentrated very hard on not moving at all.
She must have fallen asleep because the next time she opened her eyes, the sun had stretched farther across the bed. Tentatively, she stretched out, then sat up slowly. Her nausea seemed to have lessened and the throbbing behind her eyes had eased, but her sinuses still felt as if they were stuffed with cotton. Maybe a cup of tea would help.
She was on her way to the kitchen when the doorbell rang. Flinching at the loud peal, she detoured to the front door, intent on getting there before her visitor felt the need to ring again.
She swung open the door just as Wil reached for the button.
“Don’t touch it,” she said softly, and Wil jerked her arm back. “What are you doing here?” Wil usually gave her crew Sundays off. Through the fog in her head, Jillian tried to recall if she’d mentioned that they would be working today.
She folded her arms over her chest, suddenly conscious of the fact that she had on her most worn pair of flannel pajama pants and a thin T-shirt, and she hadn’t showered since yesterday. Wil, on the other hand, looked great, dressed casually in khaki shorts and a navy V-neck shirt. She carried a paper bag and a large Tupperware bowl.
“Rose said you were sick,” Wil said, as if that explained everything. Without waiting for an invitation, she slipped past Jillian and headed for the kitchen. “I made you some soup.”
“Soup?” Jillian echoed. Still confused, she turned and followed Wil. “I have soup. There’s a can of chicken noodle in the pantry.”
“Canned soup? No.” Wil abandoned the crackers and ginger ale she’d unpacked and steered Jillian toward the living room. “You need homemade soup.”
“I don’t know what all the fuss is about, it’s just a cold.” Jillian sat and allowed Wil to drape the throw from the back of the sofa around her shoulders.
Wil touched Jillian’s forehead and she leaned into the touch. Wil’s hand felt cool against her feverish skin. “It’s more than just a cold. Now, be a good girl and lay down while I heat this up.” Wil gripped her shoulders and guided her gently back.
When she seemed satisfied Jillian would stay on the sofa, she disappeared into the kitchen once again. Jillian shivered and pulled the blanket tighter around her. From the sounds of Wil moving around the kitchen, she could picture the activity taking place there. Wil pulled a pot from the cabinet and placed it on the stove with a series of metallic clangs, then ice cubes clinked into a glass.
Closing her aching eyes, Jillian allowed the sounds to drift in her head. She slid into the comforting cocoon and stopped fighting the exhaustion that swept over her.

“Soup’s read—”
Wil strode into the living room and pulled up short as she saw Jillian lying on the couch with her forearm flung across her face. She’d tossed off the blanket and it now lay on the floor. Wanting to let her rest, Wil began to back out of the room.
“I’m not sleeping,” Jillian croaked. She opened her eyes and shoved herself into a sitting position.
Mindful of the bowl she carried, Wil settled on the sofa next to her and handed it to her. “Be careful, it’s still hot.”
Jillian took a tentative spoonful. “It’s good. Thank you.”
“Homemade chicken soup is always the cure.” Wil picked up the blanket and tucked it around Jillian again.
“Why are you being so nice to me?”
Wil shrugged. “You don’t have any family here. People should be cared for when they’re sick.”
Jillian had never needed a caretaker; she was very self-sufficient. But she enjoyed Wil’s attention. Since she couldn’t tell Wil that, she opted for a joke. “That damned Southern hospitality again.”
Wil flushed and looked away. “I’m sorry. I’ll go.”
As Wil stood, Jillian grabbed her wrist. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful. I’m just not used to strangers being nice.” 
Wil glanced at Jillian’s hand. “Well, we’re not really strangers, are we?”
Wil’s skin felt hot beneath her fingers and Jillian released her. “No, I guess we’re not.”
“Jillian, I—”
“I’d like it if you would keep me company for a while.” Jillian didn’t want to hear whatever Wil had been about to say. The embarrassment hadn’t fully faded from her eyes and Jillian felt guilty for putting it there. She hadn’t meant to insult Wil’s generosity. She’d just been uncomfortable with the tenderness Wil had shown her. From the first day they’d met, she’d been willing to acknowledge the physical pull between them, but today their connection had another layer. And the more she learned about Wil, the more she felt as if she’d underestimated her depth.
Wil nodded, sat back down, and waited patiently while she consumed the soup. Jillian hadn’t had an appetite all day, but the flavorful broth soothed her and she finished as much as she could before setting the bowl on the coffee table.
“The soup really was thoughtful.” Jillian yawned. “I’m sorry. I can’t seem to stay awake for long today.”
“I’d hate to think I’m boring.”
“Certainly not.”
“Good. Come here.” Wil pulled a pillow onto her lap. She coaxed Jillian to lie down, then stroked her hair off her forehead.
Jillian rested her cheek against Wil’s stomach and wrapped her arms around herself. She looked up at Wil and wondered how she’d come to feel so comfortable with her. From the moment they’d met, Jillian hadn’t been herself. Anyone who knew her would be shocked by the fact that she’d slept with Wil the second time she’d seen her. Not normally a physical person, Jillian found herself constantly inventing reasons to touch Wil, even casually. Now here she was letting Wil see her at her absolute worst. But it didn’t matter because Wil had taken care of her, made her feel secure, and though her head still throbbed, she felt better.
Just then, she didn’t want to leave Redmond. But she needed to eventually—maybe sooner than she’d planned.
“I got a call from a competing firm,” Jillian said. Her sluggish mind muddled through the offer again, but she knew she wasn’t in any shape to make a decision.
Wil’s fingers paused in her hair. “And?”
“He made me an offer I shouldn’t refuse.”
“Don’t you mean can’t refuse?” 
“No. Shouldn’t.” It was a sweet deal. Only two weeks ago, the thought of going back to Cincinnati and helping them surpass her former employer would have inspired her bloodlust. Maybe when she was feeling better, thinking clearly, she wouldn’t dread taking the job. “It’s conditional. He wants me to start in three weeks.” She chuckled. “I think he’s afraid if he doesn’t get me signed on quickly, someone will make me a better offer.”
“Is it a good firm?”
“They’ve got a great reputation and are doing a lot of high-dollar development deals. There’s potential for me to make a ton of money.”
“Sounds like a perfect fit for you.”
“It is.” Jillian nodded slowly. Or it would have been two weeks ago.
“I thought you were tired?” Concern darkened Wil’s eyes to the color of new denim.
Jillian reached up and traced Wil’s jaw. “I am.”
“So, sleep.” Wil’s fingers skated over Jillian’s brow, then she caught Jillian’s hand and held it.
Turning on her side, Jillian cradled their joined hands against her chest and closed her eyes. “You’ll stay?” she murmured, though she was too drowsy to wait for Wil’s response.

“I need to pull your crew off the Sealy job.” Wil’s father didn’t wait for her to get settled in the chair across the desk from him before he broke the bad news.
“For how long?” She sat slowly, not panicking. It wasn’t unheard of for a crew to be shifted for a day or two to help finish another project. Then if they kicked things up a notch, they could easily make up any time lost at Jillian’s.
“A couple of weeks. Three at the most. Alton’s crew isn’t going to have the school renovation done in time. I need you to go over there and help them catch it up.” He twirled a pen in his fingers and with the other hand flipped through a stack of papers.
“You’ve got be kidding.” Now she was panicking. “We’re on schedule. Jillian’s going to be pissed.”
“We’ll have to give her a break on her rate or something. The school is one of our biggest accounts, and it’s got to be done before the new school year starts up.”
“Dad, this just looks bad.” She understood the need to complete the school project. But they’d made a commitment to Jillian’s job, and Wil’s mind raced for a solution that would allow her to honor it.
Her father sighed and threw the pen down on the desk in front of him. “I know. We’re overextended and this one got away from me. I’m going to have to do something about those lazy college boys on Alton’s crew. But for now we need to clean up their mess.”
“Let’s split my crew. I’ll send Tracy and Patti to the school. If we work our butts off, Andy and I can keep Jillian’s on schedule.” Wil didn’t even want to think about telling Jillian they’d be off her job for a few weeks.
Their truce had been tentative at best, and Wil readily admitted it was her fault. But she was still shaken by the feelings caring for Jillian while she was ill had stirred. And she couldn’t stop replaying Jillian’s drowsy declaration that she’d been offered another job and now dreaded the day Jillian would tell her she had accepted the job and was leaving. Wil had never felt the aching tenderness that had swept over her while Jillian had rested with her head pillowed in Wil’s lap. She had fled as soon as she was certain Jillian was sleeping deeply enough not to notice. In the three days since then, they’d gone back to polite reserve while Wil tried to convince herself that nothing had changed.
Bud seemed to be considering her proposal, but he shook his head. “Three of you need to go to the school. Either you or Andy can stay on at Miss Sealy’s. That’s the best I can do.”
“There’s no way one of us can get everything done.”
“I’m sorry, Wil. But the job for the school district is important. There’s a rumor they’re going to overhaul the county courthouse next year, and I’m hoping to get that job. But if we can’t make this deadline we don’t have a prayer.”
“Dad—”
“It’s done.” He cut her protest off with a raised palm.
Jillian was going to be livid. One of them needed to stay and do what they could at Mary’s in order to soften the blow, but she couldn’t leave the task to Andy. The only way she would feel confident that the work was going as smoothly and quickly as possible was to do it herself. Besides, she needed to see Jillian. She’d go crazy working with Alton and thinking about Jillian.
“I’ll send the three of them to the school in the morning,” she said.
“Good. Tell them to report to Alton. Do you want me to call Miss Sealy and explain?”
“No. I’ll tell her.”

Chapter Nine
“Hey, Miss Sealy,” Bill called from the doorway of the hardware store. He flipped the Open sign hanging in the window.
Jillian smiled and waved, but didn’t detour from her path. Accustomed to waking early, she’d been taking regular walks around town, often setting out while the clouds were still painted pink. It hadn’t rained in weeks and this morning promised another scorcher. The air was already warm and humid, and the sun hadn’t even cut through the haze yet.
She passed the post office just as one of the carriers stepped outside with an overflowing mailbag slung over his shoulder. Next door a firefighter raised Old Glory on the flagpole in front of the fire station. Only a few other people walked along the sidewalk, none in a hurry to reach their destination. Jillian reached the corner and waited just a second for a car to pass, then crossed and turned north toward home.
The easy pace of this small town as it began gearing up for the day was so different from the driving rhythm of the city, with its congested traffic and the fast click of expensively shod feet on the sidewalks. Jillian certainly didn’t miss being jostled along by a crowd as she made her way to her office.
The diner was already full of patrons eating breakfast and lingering over coffee. As Jillian passed it, her body clamored for caffeine but she kept her pace, knowing that by the time she got home a fresh pot would be brewing. As soon as the kitchen was functional, Wil had begun to make coffee when she arrived, and by the time Jillian returned from her walk the crew was ready to take a break and they all shared a cup together.
Since she’d been sick, they hadn’t had much interaction aside from this morning ritual. After the compassion with which Wil had treated her that day, Jillian had expected more familiarity between them, but Wil seemed to prefer even more distance now. When her crew was around, she treated Jillian with impersonal respect. And the few times they’d been alone together, she’d acted as if she was in a hurry to get away. Soon taking the hint, and far too proud to try to change Wil’s mind, Jillian had simply left the polite space between them.
As she turned the corner she heard the high-pitched whine of a saw, which got louder as she approached her garage. The overhead door was open and, inside, Wil leaned over a wet saw, carefully cutting a piece of tile. She paused and glanced up as Jillian passed.
“Good morning.” Wil’s stomach twisted with nervousness and she wondered how long she could put off revealing that she was down to a crew of one.
“Morning. Coffee ready?”
“Yep,” Wil replied. Jillian was always somewhat single-minded after her walk.
Wil consulted her notes, then measured the next tile. She was about to turn the saw back on when Jillian reappeared and lounged in the doorway, cradling a mug in one hand.
“Where is everyone?”
Wil took off her safety glasses and set them on the makeshift table. “It’s just me today.”
“What happened?”
“Well, actually, it’s just me for a while. We’ve had a bit of an emergency on another job and I had to send the girls over there.”
“For how long?” Jillian tried not to panic, hoping it would be only a couple of days, and it wouldn’t affect her projected listing date.
“I don’t know. A few weeks maybe.”
“A few…” Jillian was completely at a loss. They were supposed to be finished in less than three weeks. “Which job was more important than mine?”
Wil winced. “The school.”
“Ah, I see. The hometown team gets priority,” Jillian said calmly. Considering Wil’s dedication, she knew if there was a better option Wil would have taken it, so there was no point in getting angry. As an idea formed, she realized she would need her energy elsewhere.
“There was nothing I could do.” Wil sounded truly apologetic.
“So, now you’ll let me work with you.” 
“No.”
She planted a hand on her hip and gave Wil her hardest stare. “I’m sorry if that sounded like a question, because it wasn’t.”
“No. You’re not working with me. I’ll get it done.” Wil lifted her chin a notch and Jillian was actually impressed. Lesser men and women had backed down from her before.
“I’m sure you will. But you don’t need to. I want this done. Do you really expect me to sit around while you do it all?” 
“Yes. That’s what you’re paying me for.”
Jillian carefully skirted the stacks of tile on the floor and stepped closer to Wil. “Stop thinking that you work for me.” The resolve in Wil’s eyes didn’t waver, even when Jillian took her hand. “Circumstances have changed, and now we’re in this together.”
“I can’t let you do it.”
Jillian knew where Wil’s resistance stemmed from and, hoping it would pay off, she bluffed. “Then I’ll take my business elsewhere.”
“No one else is going to do it faster. You’ll have a hard time finding someone who can even start for a few weeks.”
“I know. But as I’ll tell your father, Johnson and Son has shown just how little my project means to them. And since you’re not showing enough flexibility to consider my suggestion, I’d rather someone else take twice as long than keep you on the job.” She saw the evidence of her barb in the quick tightening around Wil’s eyes and didn’t wait for a response. “Here’s my plan. The exterior paint will take forever with just two of us. So I’ll hire painters. Other than that, I think you and I can handle everything. I don’t know much about all this sawing and measuring.” She waved her hand toward the table behind Wil. “But I take direction well—I can bring you stuff, hold things while you hammer,” she laughed, “basically do whatever grunt work you’ve got. It has to be better than working by yourself.”
The corner of Wil’s mouth twitched as if she were fighting a smile.
“So—do we have a deal?”
“I don’t know. Are you going to be okay with…working for me now?”
“It’s still my house,” Jillian protested.
“Yes. But we’re not talking about design decisions. You’re asking to join my crew, small though it may be now, so that means you work for me.”
Jillian was silent for so long that Wil thought she was going to refuse. Then she stuck out her hand and said, “Okay.”
“Good.” After a brief handshake, Wil had to force herself to release Jillian’s hand. But even then the feel of Jillian’s slender fingers and soft skin remained.
“So what’s first on the agenda?”
“Have you ever used a wet saw?”
“No.”
Wil handed her a pair of safety glasses. “Put these on. I’ll teach you.”

“In here.” Wil entered the bathroom and Jillian followed.
The room was still a work in progress, but already Jillian could see the potential. A new pedestal sink had replaced the stock vanity, and later she would hang a wood-framed mirror over it. The claw-foot tub sat under the frosted window, but the plumbing hadn’t been hooked up yet.
Jillian stepped into the shower stall and crouched to examine the wall. Tracy had installed the first row of tile yesterday and let it set overnight. That morning Wil had tiled the lower quarter of the stall.
“This is going to look great.” She ran her fingers lightly over the tile, pleased with the color. The gentle striations in the gray tone added depth, and the dark slate grout she’d selected would complement it well.
Jillian straightened and found Wil standing beside her. Suddenly they were face-to-face in the small space and Jillian wondered where all the air in the room had gone. Wil’s mouth was at eye level and Jillian couldn’t help staring at it. She barely smothered a moan as she remembered the feel of those soft lips. Gray dust smudged the side of Wil’s neck and when, without thinking, Jillian rubbed her fingers over it, she felt Wil’s pulse trip.
“You—ah, you do good work.” Forcing her fingers from Wil’s skin, she touched the wall instead. Her chest felt tight and her voice sounded breathy.
“I haven’t had any complaints.” Wil’s slow smile said she knew how affected Jillian was.
“I don’t suppose you have. And you certainly won’t get any from me.” Jillian needed to touch her again.
But when she raised her hand, Wil stepped back. Inside the shower, she had no place to go and her back hit the wall.
“We’d better get started on this tile,” Wil practically stuttered.
Jillian figured it wouldn’t take much to seduce Wil. Hell, they were halfway there just from the heat that flared between them every time their eyes met. But now that their crew was basically nonexistent, and Jillian’s planned open-house date was looming closer, letting anything happen between them wasn’t a good idea. They needed to work together without any potential of added tension. She shoved aside the quick thought that making love to Wil here against the bathroom wall would surely release some tension. “That’s not what I need,” she muttered.
“What?”
“Nothing.” She clapped her hands together. “Show me what we’re doing.”
“Okay, hand me that trowel.” Wil blinked at the quick change in mood. When Jillian had touched her, it took every ounce of her will not to gather her in her arms and kiss her until they both melted onto the floor. But then the heaviness between them lifted as Jillian seemed to change gears easily.
Deciding she could summon at least as much self-control as Jillian, Wil knelt and picked up a trowel. She showed Jillian how to apply an even layer of thin-set mortar as an adhesive. Then, using spacers to keep the rows even, she pressed the tiles to the wall.
“I can do this,” Jillian said.
Wil sat back and watched for a moment, smiling when Jillian bit her lip in concentration as she placed the tile. She’d expected anger, even resistance when she told Jillian about the problem with her crew. And she’d seen them both flash in Jillian’s eyes, but what she hadn’t foreseen was how quickly Jillian recovered. Logic won out, and Jillian moved smoothly into determination. Her insistence that she work alongside Wil was admirable, and probably practical, if they had any hope of finishing on time. But though she might enjoy the closeness to Jillian, letting a client work on her own project still stung Wil’s pride.

“Does your daughter live in a small town?”
“Heavens, no. She couldn’t wait to get out of here.” Rose settled into a chair in the deep shade of her porch while Jillian, seeking the warmth of the morning sun, rested against the railing nearby.
“City living can be attractive. There are many more conveniences, more options.” Jillian appreciated the variety of takeout, movies, and theater within a few blocks of her condo.
“Dear, I’m seventy-one years old. I don’t need options. I have a granddaughter and two beautiful great-grandchildren I rarely see. I have far too many regrets in this life, and I don’t want not being a part of their life to be one more.”
“I know what you mean. When I was packing up Aunt Mary’s things, I realized I’d missed knowing a part of my family, and it made me sad.”
Rose smiled wistfully. “Mary was certainly worth knowing.”
“What was she like?”
“Stubborn. She was the most pigheaded person I ever met. And far too practical. Good Lord, getting that woman to do anything spontaneous was a chore. But she was also kind, honest, and very generous.” Rose smiled at Jillian. “And now that I’ve met you, I would say those traits run in the family.”
“Only the good ones,” Jillian quipped.
“They’re all good ones.”
“That’s nice of you to say. Why didn’t they have any children?”
“I’d heard they were trying. I guess it just didn’t happen.”
“You two didn’t remain friends?”
“You know how it goes, people grow apart. She was married then. She spent her time with her husband, not out running around with us single gals.”
Rose wrung her hands in her lap, and when she lifted her eyes, Jillian thought she saw the shine of unshed tears. But she didn’t feel comfortable questioning Rose. Perhaps the loss of her friendship with Mary was one of those regrets she’d spoken of.
After a brief silence, Rose changed the subject. “How are the renovations coming along?”
“Wil had to send the rest of her crew over to the school. So she and I are working on it together.”
“I’m surprised she went for that.”
Jillian smiled recalling how Wil had clung to her stubbornness even when logic won out. “She required some convincing.”
“I imagine she would. Wilhelmina is prideful.”
“I get that. She acts as if she has something to prove to the people in this town.”
Rose seemed hesitant.
“I don’t mean to invade her privacy. She just seems so focused on not being seen as less than others. And in my experience that kind of determination comes from somewhere.” Jillian shifted and rested her other hip against the rail, feeling the pull of sore muscles with every movement. Nearly a week of the hardest work Jillian had ever done left her falling exhaustedly into bed every night.
“Her grandfather was not regarded highly in Redmond. He wasn’t a nice man, to anyone, including his wife and son. He, and by extension Johnson and Son, had a reputation for shoddy work and making his employees cut corners if it saved a dime.”
“That’s fairly common among contractors. Though not desirable.”
“In a small town that type of reputation is pretty hard to live down. Bud made some strides toward changing it, even through some lean times.”
“And Wil has inherited that quest.” Jillian was beginning to understand some of what motivated Wil.
Rose nodded. “Inherited it, and made it her life’s work. You won’t find a more hardworking, honest person in this entire town. And even though everyone already knows it, she seems intent on proving it over and over again.”
“She thinks people are constantly judging her,” Jillian guessed.
“That’s one theory. Feeling inferior can become so deeply ingrained that it’s difficult to overcome even when it’s not warranted.”
Thinking about everything she knew about Wil, Jillian doubted she was actually inferior to anyone. She was trustworthy, valued people over possessions, and genuinely cared about improving her town. In Jillian’s experience, there weren’t a lot of people like that left these days.

Chapter Ten
Jillian’s shoes clicked on the kitchen tile as she walked slowly through the room. The finished project looked like something out of a magazine, far exceeding her original vision. Jillian never spent much time in a kitchen, but she warmed when she thought about Wil moving competently around the space. She’d been watching Wil work for several weeks now, and more than once she’d caught herself studying Wil’s hands. Her broad palms and long fingers were surprisingly graceful and strong at the same time. They were confident and efficient, her movements purposeful, and Jillian imagined they would be the same if she was preparing a meal. She didn’t need to imagine those same talented hands on her skin. The memory was as vivid as if they’d awakened together that very morning.
Jillian got two bottles of water out of the refrigerator and wandered into the dining room. There was still work to be done here. The crown molding along one wall had been replaced. After making a few repairs, Wil’s electrician had signed off on all the wiring.
When she reached the living room she crossed to the fireplace. The mantel was in good condition, but the brick hearth had needed to be restored. Jillian had opted to replace it instead with fieldstone, and Wil had completed that transformation while Jillian finished some painting in other rooms.
Wil walked into the living room at the same time Jillian settled on the couch. “The bathroom is completely done. I just installed the last towel bar.”
Wil dropped onto the sofa next to Jillian with a sigh. They’d been putting in long hours every day for two weeks, but it was worth it. Jillian was a quick study and had thrown herself into the work, doing her best to ignore the sexual energy that constantly sizzled between them. Now, even with the loss of three members of Wil’s crew, they had finished only a few days behind Wil’s original schedule.
“I don’t think I’ve ever worked this hard,” Jillian said, handing over one of the water bottles.
Wil leaned back into the cushions and took a long drink, emptying a third of the bottle. “Yeah. Hey, since you’re looking for a job, I think Dad’s got a crew you could join.”
“Funny. I’ll leave the manual labor to someone else in the future.” Jillian examined her hands. She’d broken three nails this week and she didn’t think her skin had ever been this rough.
“Not really a get-your-hands-dirty type, huh?”
“Not at all.”
They fell quiet and Jillian closed her eyes. She could easily go to sleep without caring that Wil lounged beside her.
“Let’s go out.” Wil’s voice pulled her out of her trance.
“No thanks. All I want to do is take a shower and get in bed.”
“Come on, we’re done. We should celebrate.”
“Wil, I’m exhausted.”
Wil pulled her to her feet and guided her toward the hall leading to the bedrooms. “Go take that shower and get dressed. I’ll meet you back here in an hour and take you to the Ranch and show you what a Saturday night in Redmond is like.”
“Okay.” She was curious about what a night out with Wil would be like. 
“See you in an hour,” Wil said, just before she closed the front door.
Jillian nodded and headed down the hall. She went to the bedroom closet and pushed hangers aside one by one.
“What does one wear to a redneck bar?” she wondered aloud. Not expecting to do a lot of socializing, she hadn’t brought much more than a couple of business suits and clothes to work in. But she finally settled on dark jeans and a boldly colored scoop-neck shirt.
She showered quickly, dressed, and applied light makeup. Deciding to let her hair fall freely over her shoulders, she brushed it until it shone.
“What’s wrong with you? It’s not a date,” she muttered as she checked her reflection in the mirror and smoothed a hand over her hair. The hollow disappointment that followed this reminder was unexpected.

As Wil steered into the parking lot of Rambles Ranch, Jillian commented on the assortment of SUVs, sedans, and minivans among the expected pickup trucks.
A row of chrome-clad motorcycles flanked one side of the door.
“Do you ride?” she asked as Wil parked in one of few remaining spots.
“No,” Wil said emphatically.
“Really? Because I can picture you dressed in black leather on a big Harley.”
“I don’t like motorcycles. Don’t get me wrong, they look cool. But I have no desire to ride one.” Wil had seen one too many idiots lose control and end up sliding across asphalt. “You look surprised.”
“Well, I just—ah—you…”
Understanding the reason for the quick flush rising up Jillian’s neck, Wil let her stammer uncomfortably for a second before she interrupted. “Why, Miss Sealy, you weren’t stereotyping me. Were you?”
“Not stereotyping, exactly.” Fantasizing is more like it. She’d been imagining clinging to Wil on the back of a bike. Not once had she ever thought the smell of leather and exhaust could be an aphrodisiac, but if Wil’s body filled that leather, she might consider it so. She hoped the lust pumping through her wasn’t evident in her voice. To escape Wil’s amused expression, Jillian pushed her door open and slid out of the truck. She cleared her throat and said, “Busy place.” 
“There aren’t a lot of places to go on Saturday night. The teenagers hang out at the quarry on the weekends.”
“They don’t get caught?” Jillian asked as they fell into step together.
Wil shrugged. “Kids have been going down there since I was that age. I guess as long as there’s no trouble, the cops leave them alone.”
Jillian bumped her shoulder against Wil’s. “So, you used to hang out there. Did you have a car?”
“Usually I ended up borrowing Dad’s old truck. Of course, I doubt he knew where I was taking it or what I was doing in it.”
“What were you doing?”
“You know what kids do—trying to be cool, drinking, playing our music loud.”
It was nearly dusk, not quite dark enough to trigger the lights in the parking lot, but a row of lantern-shaped path lights illuminated the shadows of the sidewalk next to the building.
Jillian threaded her arm through Wil’s. “Did you have a girlfriend?”
They reached the front door, and as Wil grabbed the handle she paused and answered quietly. “No.” She opened the door, and if she said anything else it was lost in the mix of music and voices that spilled out.
“Why not?” Jillian persisted, raising her voice to compete with the noise. “I bet you had a ton of girls chasing you.”
“No. I wasn’t even sure what it meant to be gay back then, and I definitely didn’t have any role models around. It wasn’t easy to be out in such a small town. I was just an awkward kid who was scared of being different and wanted my peers to like me.”
As they walked inside and were immediately surrounded by people, Jillian didn’t pursue the subject.
The decor was over the top, from the split-rail fence flanking the doors to the large milk cans acting as stools at the bar. Jillian was actually disappointed not to find a sawdust floor.
“What are you drinking?” Wil bent close to be heard over the music.
“Beer is fine.”
Wil signaled the bartender and Jillian surveyed the diverse crowd. Men in ties with their shirtsleeves rolled up and commuters stopping for a drink after their one-hour drive from the nearest city milled about among men in jeans and work shirts. At the bar, a few women scanned the crowd a little too casually, and Jillian guessed they were sizing up the males. Near the dance floor a group of women filled two tables, clearly there to socialize together as opposed to seeking company.
“Wil,” a voice boomed from behind them. Jillian turned to find Bill leaning against the bar. Today he wore a dingy baseball cap and his T-shirt bore the Van Halen logo. “And Miss Jillian, it’s good to see you again.”
“Hi, Bill.”
“Hey, Billy.” Wil handed Jillian a bottle of beer and greeted him with a handshake that turned into a half hug.
“We’ve got a booth over there if you ladies would like to join us.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder.
Wil looked at Jillian. “You mind?”
“Lead the way.”
“Fellas, meet Jillian Sealy,” Bill called as they approached a large booth full of guys.
Jillian tried to keep up as he called out names and each man raised a hand in greeting, but she was quickly lost. Two men cleared out of one side of the booth and pulled up chairs from other tables. Wil gestured Jillian in, then slid in behind her.
“Make room,” Bill said, moments before he squeezed in beside Wil.
“Sorry,” Wil mumbled as she was sandwiched between them. She stretched her arm along the back of the seat behind Jillian. “We can sit somewhere else.”
“It’s okay.” Jillian braced her hand on Wil’s leg and shifted in an effort to ease the tight fit.
Jillian’s fingers were pressing high on Wil’s thigh and she froze as their gazes collided. She caught her fingernails on the seam on the inside of Wil’s jeans and squeezed her leg. Wil’s eyes darkened and she moistened her lower lip. The table hid Jillian’s actions, and she could have easily slipped her hand up to cup Wil. Her hand trembled with the effort of containing the uncharacteristic impulse. Wil covered it with her own and said something under her breath.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
Jillian felt the whisper of that word against her cheek and realized if she turned her head only a few inches, she could kiss Wil. She wanted to, badly. And despite the logical reasons why she shouldn’t, only the five men crowded around them stopped her.

“Another beer, Wil?” One of the guys reached across the table, grabbed their empties, and passed them to the waiting server.
Wil nodded and turned to Jillian. “Do you want another?”
“I’ve had three already.” Jillian was light-headed. It had been a while since she’d had more than the occasional Manhattan with dinner.
“So, that’s a no?”
“Okay. One more, but that’s my limit.”
Wil held up two fingers and the server headed for the bar. “Are you okay? You’re not bored, are you?” Wil asked, bending close.
“I’m fine. Your friends are… interesting.” Jillian glanced at the men carrying on around them. They seemed like nice-enough guys, though a few were a little rough around the edges for Jillian’s taste. And the Ranch lacked the sophistication of Jillian’s usual watering hole in Cincinnati. But feeling Wil’s body pressed firmly against the length of her side was enough to distract her. Wil’s thigh was warm against hers even through two layers of denim, and Wil’s arm still rested along the back of her neck.
“Well, other than Bill, they’re not exactly friends, more like—”
“Drinking buddies.”
“For lack of a better term, yes. We spend so much time working, it’s nice to be able to unwind every once in a while.”
“What else do you do to… unwind?” Jillian hadn’t meant the question to sound so much like a come-on.
Wil’s smile brought butterflies to Jillian’s stomach. “Well, I don’t know. What did you have in mind?” 
“I—uh—meant—”
“I know what you meant, but I couldn’t resist. Summers are our busiest time, so I don’t have a ton of free time. But I do a little woodworking or go down to the lake.”
A sudden burst of laughter drew their attention back to the other occupants of their table.
“What about it, Wil, you wanna ride tonight?” Bill asked, loud enough for everyone to hear.
Wil shook her head. “I haven’t done that since I was too young to know better.”
“Done what?” Jillian asked, feeling left out.
“That.” Wil pointed toward the back of the bar where Jillian saw a group gathered around a roped-off circle. In the center, a mechanical bull gyrated and dipped, trying to unseat the lanky man clinging to its back.
“Come on, Wil. I’ll put twenty bucks on the bull.” One of the men slapped a meaty hand with a crisp bill trapped under it on the table in front of them.
“I’m in,” Bill said, throwing his money down. “But I know better than to bet against Wil. My money’s on her.”
Several other bills landed on the table as men shouted out their bets.
Jillian laughed. “You’ve actually done that?”
“What’s so funny?” Wil seemed offended.
“Nothing. I just can’t picture it.”
“Well, let me help you out with that.” She downed the rest of her beer, shoved Bill out of the way, and strode toward the back of the bar followed by an entourage of men egging her on.
“Wil.” Jillian hurried to catch up and grasped her arm, but Wil pulled it away. “Wil, what are you doing?”
Wil reached the edge of the ring and nodded at the man operating the controls. He grinned and lifted his chin in return.
“I didn’t mean—” Jillian flinched as the current rider was flung off and landed several feet away. Despite the foam pads lining the floor, he was slow to get up. “You’re not really going to get on that thing, are you?”
Their eyes met and stubborn pride burned in Wil’s. She unbuttoned her shirt and slipped it from her shoulders, revealing a gray tank top that hugged her small, firm breasts and flat stomach. “Hold this.”
Jillian took the shirt and watched, stunned, as Wil walked over to talk to the operator. Then she climbed up on the worn leather and grasped the handle, the muscles of her forearm bunching as she set her grip. She squared her strong shoulders, then raised her left hand over her head and nodded.
The bull began to rock, slowly at first. Wil alternately folded herself over the front of the machine and stretched back, reaching her arm up and back. Her denim-encased thighs hardened with the effort of keeping her body centered, and her upper body flowed with the rhythm of the bucking bull. The operator jerked the machine hard to the right. Wil’s chin was tucked to her chest and her face was a study in concentration as she seemed to anticipate the spin and managed to stay astride.
Jillian would never have thought she would find anything remotely arousing about a woman riding a mechanical bull, but as she stood at the edge of the ring, her entire body buzzed. Though Wil’s attention never wavered from the bull, Jillian could feel a thread of energy connecting them. Wil had reacted instantly to Jillian’s amusement earlier and now she was showing off. For her. Obvious displays of bravado normally didn’t do it for her. But seeing Wil’s raw power meld sinuously with grace, combined with the knowledge that it was meant to impress her, turned her on. Molten heat flowed along her limbs and pooled between her thighs.
The bull made another sharp spin and Wil’s hips slid against the impossible centrifugal force. Jillian braced herself, expecting to see Wil flung off, but somehow she held on. Her arm strained against her own weight, and Jillian was hit with the memory of those same muscles flexing beneath her grasping hand as Wil stroked her. Jillian watched Wil’s hips and, suddenly, she wanted to feel that hard body rocking against hers again.
The operator seemed to take no mercy on Wil, grinning as he frantically worked the controls. But before he could unseat her, a horn sounded and he held his hands up. The bull slowed and, without power driving the hydraulics, sank lower. Raising both arms, Wil slid her leg over the machine and dropped to the ground. Amid whistles and shouts, she slapped the back of the bull.
As Wil approached, she responded to the high fives and pats on the back, but her gaze was locked on Jillian. Caught off guard by her own reaction, Jillian sought retreat behind familiar aloof indifference, but was unable to summon it. She was entranced by Wil’s eyes, by the glassy high of triumph in them, and even more by the way they seemed to seek her approval.
“Did you accomplish what you’d hoped to?” Jillian asked, tossing Wil’s shirt at her.
Wil caught it smoothly and slipped it on, but left it unbuttoned. “You tell me. Were you impressed?”
“Was that your goal?”
“Yes.”
The simple honesty seemed at odds with her cocky strut and the macho display just moments ago. Wil steered Jillian to the side as the next challenger, cheered on the by the crowd, climbed on the bull.
“You could have been hurt.” Jillian took Wil’s hand and examined her callused palm. She caressed her fingers over Wil’s wrist and powerful forearm.
“I’m tougher than that. It takes a lot more than some old mechanical bull to break me.”
A roar from the crowd accompanied the new rider’s quick fall.
When Jillian traced the scar along the outside of Wil’s arm and met her eyes, Wil said, “Freshly cut thin-gauge sheet metal. That stuff is razor sharp.”
Jillian touched one of the larger nicks on the back of her hand, next to her thumb.
“Nail gun. That one could’ve been a lot worse.”
She turned Wil’s hand over and lightly scratched her fingernail over a knot nestled in the fleshy area just below her ring finger.
“Monster splinter.” Wil grinned. “I lost a lot of blood that day.”
Realizing Wil was teasing her, Jillian dropped her hand.
“I’ve got some other scars, and with a bit more privacy I’d be happy to show you.” The words slipped out before Wil could stop them. Jillian’s touch short-circuited the connection between her brain and her mouth. The swift darkening of Jillian’s eyes reminded Wil that Jillian had already seen every inch of her body.
“Really?” Jillian slipped two fingers down the side of Wil’s neck, rested them in the hollow between her collarbones, then angled close until her lips were within inches of Wil’s ear. “If I say yes, do you plan to make good on that promise?”
“I’d love to.” The bull ride still had adrenaline singing through Wil’s veins, and Jillian’s sexy tone and hot breath in her ear amped her up even further.
Just then she didn’t care if Jillian thought she was beneath her or that Jillian was in Redmond temporarily. The feel of Jillian’s fingers wandering down the center of her chest and her own heart thudding beneath them nearly silenced any practical objection she could offer. Images of taking Jillian home and making love to her flooded Wil’s head, but she was still lucid enough to know that was the worst idea she’d had all night.
“Jillian,” Wil said as Jillian slipped a hand down her stomach.
“Yes?” Jillian curled her fingers around Wil’s belt buckle and tugged her closer. Jillian’s breasts brushed hers, and when her nipples tightened in response, she pulled her shirt closed and buttoned it.
“Do you want to go someplace else?”
“Yes.”

Chapter Eleven
“This isn’t exactly what I thought you meant by someplace else.” Jillian turned on the seat of Wil’s truck to look at her. Despite the darkened interior, the flickering images on the screen in front of them cast a harsh light across Wil’s features. 
“I promised you’d experience a typical Redmond weekend. You can’t do that without catching the late show at the drive-in.” Wil turned on the radio and tuned it to the proper frequency to hear the movie’s audio. “You don’t have to hang a speaker on the window anymore, but it still has a nostalgic feel, doesn’t it?”
Jillian shrugged. “I’ve never actually been to a drive-in.”
“Really? When I was a kid, I used to come here with my mom and dad.”
Wil hadn’t thought about the days before her parents’ divorce in years. For so long it seemed like her only memories were of the fighting, her mother leaving, then Wil and her father working nonstop to get ahead. But now she remembered there had actually been happy times when she was younger. Occasionally, on summer nights, they would pile into the old Impala and come to this very spot. Of course back then it was little more than a field with a big screen in the middle. They’d added another screen and a concession stand in the intervening years.
Her mother made popcorn and packed cold drinks in a small cooler. And when it got chilly they huddled under a blanket. Wil could still feel the scratch of the wool against her neck and smell her mother’s heavy floral perfume.
“My parents worked a lot when we were young,” Jillian said.
“What do they do?”
“They’re both doctors.”
“Impressive. You didn’t want to follow in their footsteps?”
“Medicine never interested me. Plus, I’m squeamish about blood and needles. My brother is a surgeon, and one of us was enough for them.”
“What do they think about your chosen career?”
“Well, it wasn’t quite upper-middle-class enough for them until I really started earning the big commissions. My father would prefer that I handle strictly lucrative commercial accounts.”
“And you don’t want to?”
Jillian considered her answer, thinking that for the first time she understood why she liked residential real estate. “Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy the income associated with commercial deals. But there’s something satisfying about helping someone find a home where so many of their memories will be built.”
“I knew it. You’re really a romantic at heart.”
Jillian had never thought of herself as such. She was too practical to be romantic. She’d accepted that she likely would never have the blazing passion that women swooned over. “No. I’ll admit to being a tad sentimental, though.”
“So you don’t want to be swept off your feet by a conquering hero,” Wil said.
Jillian shrugged. “There’s no point in thinking about it. That stuff only happens in books.”
“Maybe you’re right. But there are other kinds of romance.”
“Like what?”
“Small gestures. As obvious as bringing you flowers when I know you’ve had a bad day. Or as understated as a simple concession to something you want even if it’s not my preference, because it would make you happy.”
“Giving in. That’s romance?”
“It can be.”
Jillian jerked her head around at the sound of a scream. “Did I mention I don’t like scary movies?”
“This movie isn’t that scary.” Truthfully, Wil hadn’t paid attention to what was showing. When they’d left the bar, she’d wanted to spend more time with Jillian, but she was afraid to be alone with her. She’d driven here hoping that if she stuck to a public place she wouldn’t forget why she shouldn’t sleep with Jillian again. But shrouded in the darkened interior of the truck, she realized she hadn’t thought her choice of entertainment through quite enough. It certainly felt as if they were alone, and the urge to hold Jillian was strong.
“By definition, if it has a man who kills people by bludgeoning them with a shovel, it’s a scary movie,” Jillian argued.
“But it’s so predictable. Besides, it’s not even realistic.” Another shriek pierced the air, and Jillian jumped. Wil turned down the volume and held out her arm. “Come over here.”
Without hesitation, Jillian slid to the middle of the seat, lifting one leg over the gearshift. Wil draped her arm around Jillian’s shoulders and tried not to react when she buried her face against her neck while the man with the shovel claimed another victim.
“Is it over yet?”
Wil glanced at the screen just as a spurt of fake blood covered the killer’s overalls. She waited until the scene cut away to a less gory setting. “Yeah, it’s over.”
Jillian glanced tentatively at the screen, then turned an accusing glare on Wil.
Wil raised her hands in innocence. “I didn’t know what kind of movie it was. And how would I even know you didn’t like them?” 
“Okay. I’ll give you a pass for now. But you can’t use that excuse next time.”
“Deal.” Wil forced a smile, wondering why it should bother her that there probably wouldn’t be a next time.

“Come sit with me for a while.” Jillian circled the truck, took Wil’s hand, and tugged her toward the house.
They sat on the third step, their shoulders touching. Wil drew her knees up and rested her forearms on them. Jillian tilted her head and Wil visually traced the line of her neck until it disappeared in the neckline of her shirt.
“Have you ever seen so many stars?” Jillian looked at Wil and caught her staring.
“Well, yeah, I have.”
“Oh, that’s right. This is a normal view for you.”
“It’s the same sky. Do you have too many buildings in your way to see it?”
“Maybe. Or maybe I just don’t take the time to appreciate it. But the air is clearer and the stars seem brighter here.” Jillian propped her elbows on the step behind her, and Wil did the same. The stars spilled across the black velvet background like a scattering of brilliant diamonds. In that moment, Jillian couldn’t think of anything more important than stretching out to catch a handful of that glitter. The priorities she’d been struggling with since arriving in Tennessee slipped away, and nothing she had in Ohio was as important as sitting on these stairs with Wil.
“I guess I take it for granted,” Wil murmured. “I can’t remember the last time I even looked at them.”
“Well, you should stop and—”
“Please don’t say smell the roses.”
“I was going to say see the beauty.”
“That’s just as bad.”
When Wil looked at her again, Jillian purposefully let her gaze caress her face. Wil’s eyes were luminous. The silvery moonlight washed out her normally tan skin, and if she didn’t have such strong features she would have had an almost ethereal quality. As it was, the contrast of her thick, dark lashes and brows brought to mind a dramatic charcoal rendering. Jillian was so entranced, she spoke without thinking. “There’s plenty of beauty to be found without staring up in the air.”
“That’s certainly a smooth line.” Wil’s voice sounded shaky.
Jillian angled her body toward Wil’s. “It isn’t a line,” she said softly. “You’re stunning.” Unable to resist the urge to touch her, Jillian edged closer. When Wil began to slide away, Jillian grabbed her lapels. “It’s just a kiss, Wil.”
“No. It’s not just a kiss.” 
Jillian wasn’t detoured. She wasn’t thinking about anything other than the heat building within her. She moved closer and framed Wil’s face in her hands.
“Jillian, please.” Wil grasped her forearms.
Jillian slid her fingers deep into Wil’s hair. “Please what?” She pressed her lips to Wil’s jaw.
Wil’s hands tightened on Jillian’s arms. “Please don’t.” Her voice was a strangled moan.
Jillian paused. “Don’t? Are you saying you don’t want me to kiss you right now?” she whispered.
“I can’t stop wanting you.”
Jillian met her eyes and found them soft and vulnerable. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
“I don’t want to want you. This would have been so much easier if I didn’t.” The stab of desire in Wil’s chest made her more forthcoming than usual. She clung to Jillian’s arms, but though she could easily have pulled Jillian’s hands away, she didn’t.
“This?”
“Working with you. Seeing you every day.” They had chemistry, Wil would admit that. But there was more, which she was hesitant to put a voice to. The tenderness she’d felt when Jillian was sick, the respect for the way Jillian stepped in when she lost her crew, and the warmth expanding in her chest scared her more than any physical attraction. Jillian would be leaving soon, and she needed to remember that fact.
Jillian’s fingers stilled against her skin, and Wil had only a moment to absorb their warmth before they were withdrawn.
“Is that why you keep running from me?” Jillian asked quietly.
“I do not.”
“Yes. You do. Oh, you aren’t now because you don’t have your crew to hide behind. It’s okay that we had sex, but when we connect on a more emotional level, you trot out that I’m-not-as-good-as-you bullshit.” Jillian was beginning to see that quite the opposite might be true.
“I don’t want to talk about this.” Wil retreated verbally, further proving Jillian’s accusation.
“I know. But I want to.”
“Jillian, drop it.”
“Why?” She reached up to touch Wil’s face again, but Wil grasped her wrist and held it away from her.
“Because I don’t want us to connect.”
“Why not?” Jillian’s heart pounded and she wondered if Wil could feel it in the pulse under her fingers.
“I know what you think of me, Jillian. And I’m not interested in being your charity case.” Wil shoved Jillian’s hand away.
“You can’t seriously believe I think that.”
Wil shrugged. “I’m a handyman’s daughter. I grew up in this town basically on welfare. I’ve been dealing with that attitude my whole life.” Jillian hated the resignation in her eyes.
“I should have apologized to you that day. I don’t see you that way. I’m a private person, Wil. We’d just had an amazing night, and when I thought Rose could see right through me, I panicked. Are you going to let one misunderstanding keep you from—”
“From what? What exactly are you looking for? Are you planning to settle down here?”
“Is that what you want?” She searched her memory for any indication that Wil might have given that what was between them was more than sexual attraction. Where had she gotten the idea that was all it was? She’d cast Wil as the shallow playgirl, but Wil had never done anything to deserve that assumption. In reality, Jillian was the one who had been so concerned with appearances that she’d insulted Wil rather than face…whatever was between them. Jillian was stunned to think Wil might want something more permanent. And what if she did? Jillian couldn’t imagine either of them being happy in the other’s world.
“It doesn’t matter. I know you’re leaving. And I still have my own reasons for not wanting to get involved with you. But none of that changes the fact that I only have to look at you or think about you and I want you.”
“Then why shouldn’t we enjoy each other?” The proposal was too little too late, and she knew it. But hearing that Wil wanted her so, and the rasp of longing in her voice, made Jillian want to reach out. But she couldn’t reach far enough.
“No.” Defeat saturated Wil’s tone.
Jillian stood. “Okay. Thanks for tonight.”
A spring creaked as Jillian opened the screen door, and she stepped inside and let it bang shut behind her. She stood in the darkness and listened until a minute later she heard Wil’s truck start. Reminding herself that Wil had her reasons for turning her away didn’t alleviate the sting of rejection. She’d offered Wil what she could and had been turned down.

“I finished it a couple nights ago.” Wil pressed the remote to open her overhead garage door, then led her father inside.
“Wow. Wil, it’s great.” Bud crossed to the desk standing in the middle of the space and touched it lightly. “I had no idea you were making it so detailed.”
She hadn’t initially planned to, but as she worked she’d experimented with small touches of molding and decorative carving, testing her skill. She’d added ornate brass hardware and stained it the color of honey.
“It’ll look nice in your office.” Her father had been working behind the same banged-up metal desk for as long as she could remember. At first he couldn’t afford more, then she supposed it became habit. He’d spent most of his life fixing up other people’s houses, but when it came to his own home and office he was content to leave things how they were. His house was still decorated the same as it had been the day his wife had walked out on him.
He nodded and continued to run a hand across the satiny surface.
“Hey, Dad, did Mom ever like it here?” Wil asked cautiously. They rarely talked about her mother. When she was younger, he didn’t want to, and now she was just accustomed to not mentioning when she’d spoken to her.
“She said she did, at first.”
Her mother had been living in D.C. when they’d met while her father was on vacation. He’d courted her long-distance and within six months had convinced her to move to Redmond.
“So what happened?”
He shrugged. “I guess some are just country folks, and some aren’t.”
“And you don’t think they can change?” Wil had seen refusal slide across Jillian’s features the night before when she’d asked if she planned to settle down in Redmond. Like Wil’s mother, she would wither in a small town.
“Why don’t you ask your mother these questions?” Some of the old bitterness seeped into his words.
“’Cause I’m asking you.” She and her mother weren’t close, and often Wil related to her only out of a sense of obligation. She sensed her mother made an effort to reach out, but Wil would never understand how a mother could leave her child.
“Yeah, well,” he circled the desk and grabbed one side, “can you talk and lift at the same time?”
Wil picked up the other end and they carefully carried it out to the driveway where his old truck was parked. The logo on the side was faded and patches of rust showed through dulled green paint.
“About time for a new truck, isn’t it?” Wil rested her side of the desk on the open tailgate, climbed into the bed, and pulled the desk the rest of the way in.
“This one runs just fine.”
“The owner of a successful construction company shouldn’t be driving this old clunker.” Wil jumped to the ground. “All the foremen have nicer trucks than you do. Buy a new one. Call it a tax deduction for next year.”
“I suppose I could make this a shop truck. That one we’ve been using has seen better days.” They’d added three new storage buildings in the past five years and often used an old pickup to shuttle supplies between them.
Side by side they leaned against the edge of the still-open tailgate.
“If you’d known how it would end, would you still have asked her to marry you?” Wil steered the conversation back to her mother.
He folded his arms over his chest, clearly uncomfortable with the direction of their conversation. “Yes, I would do it again.”
“She broke your heart.” Wil remembered how devastated he’d been after her mother left. And sometimes she wondered if that was the reason he hadn’t dated since.
He shifted his weight and wrung his hands. “No one goes into a marriage thinking it’s going to fail.”
“But if she had stayed—”
“We both knew it was over well before that. Nothing’s ever so black and white. We had more problems than just geography.” He paced across the driveway, rubbing a hand over his scalp.
Feeling abandoned, Wil had made her mother into the bad guy. She’d spent years blaming her mother’s inability to adjust to small-town living for the demise of their family. She’d called her mother uncaring and inflexible. But her father had let her. Lost in his own heartache, he hadn’t been able to deal with her anger, so eventually she’d just buried her pain beneath so many layers that no one could touch it. And even now, she held her mother at arm’s length, as if she could punish her by shutting her out of her life.
“What made you think about all this now?”
“It’s nothing, Dad.”
“Is something going on with your mother?”
“No.” It wasn’t about her parents at all.
“Okay.” He seemed relieved to be off the hook, but his subject change didn’t ease Wil’s mind. “How are things at Miss Sealy’s? Has she forgiven me for pulling your crew?”
“Yeah, I think she’s over it.” Wil neglected to mention that she’d had to let Jillian work with her.
“She seems easy to get along with.”
Wil laughed. “Easy? Yeah. As long as she gets her way.”
“I was out at the school Friday and your girls spoke well of her.”
“Of course.” Wil agreed without thinking. Despite having criticized her, after they found out Wil had slept with her, the girls seemed to have warmed up to Jillian again. “I’ve seen the way Tracy looks at her. And supposedly she’s straight. And don’t get me started on Andy and Patti. Jesus, my entire crew was half in love with her.” 
“Really? Your entire crew?” 
Her words echoed in her head. Had she just admitted she was in love with Jillian? No. No, she’d said half in love. And she’d only been trying to make a point about the girls. She hadn’t meant that she was actually…had she? 
“Uh, no. It was a figure of speech. I just meant the girls really took to her.” She backpedaled quickly and he seemed to buy it.
Distracted by her line of thought, Wil barely responded as he thanked her again for the desk. His truck sputtered to life and she pulled herself together long enough to wave good-bye before crossing to her porch and sinking down on the steps.
She was an idiot. How did this happen? She’d been guarding herself against this very thing since the moment they’d met. Right. So that’s why you slept with her after knowing her for two days. Way to keep your distance. Distance. That’s what she needed now. Wasn’t it? 
She shoved a hand through her hair. It would be smart to keep any future interactions professional. No more taking Jillian to the Ranch or sitting under the stars with her.
But even as she made this promise, she knew it wouldn’t do any good. Staying away from Jillian didn’t keep her from thinking about her, wondering what she was doing. It was too late to avoid getting hurt, she was certain of that. Jillian’s open house was next weekend. After that she’d be leaving and Wil would deal with missing her then.
Maybe the answer was to spend more time with her. Yes. They were so different that a relationship between them likely wouldn’t work out anyway. So she just needed to let the attraction run its course, as quickly as possible. By the time Jillian left, Wil would probably discover some annoying fault and be happy to be rid of her. It was either the most brilliant or the most insane idea she’d ever had.

Chapter Twelve
Two hours later as Wil knocked on Jillian’s door, she was still trying to decide which it was. When Jillian opened the door, Wil leaned toward insanity. Jillian had on the same cutoffs she’d worn to paint the kitchen, and this time a pale yellow tank top hugged the swell of her breasts, the arc of her ribs, and the flat plane of her belly. Jillian’s exposed arms were firm, Wil guessed from a routine gym regimen, and her creamy skin lacked the uneven tan Wil always seemed to have from working in the sun.
Wil traced her eyes over the flare of Jillian’s hips but wrenched them away when she reached her thighs. She had a visceral memory of those very muscles hardening under her hands as Jillian sat in her lap. Wil tried to swallow, despite the fact that all the moisture in her body had flooded to parts south.
Jillian stood completely still while Wil’s gaze swept over her and a flush of heat followed in its wake. The path seared back up her body, and as they stared at each other, Jillian didn’t even try to hide the images flying through her head. For a moment she allowed herself to wonder if she would rather Wil undress her slowly or tear her clothes off.
Wil was the first to look away, but the current continued to jump between them, snapping like the severed end of a live wire dancing in the air.
“We’re going on a picnic,” Wil blurted, as if she needed to fill the silence. And Jillian noticed for the first time that her right arm was wrapped around a paper grocery bag and a small cooler dangled from her other hand.
“We are?”
“Yes. It’s part of your typical Redmond weekend.” Wil shifted the bag and adjusted her grip on the cooler.
“Oh, I’m sorry.” Jillian stepped aside. “Come in. Let me take that.” She lifted the bag from Wil’s arm and led her to the kitchen. “God, this smells great.”
“I made fried chicken, potato salad, and biscuits.”
“I could get used to you showing up at my door with food.” After setting the bag on the counter, she turned and almost ran into Wil.
“Sorry.” Wil grasped her upper arms. “For such a roomy house, I seem to get in your way an awful lot.”
“Yes. You do.” Jillian cleared her throat and took a step back. “I—just give me a minute to change and I’ll be ready to go.”
Wil gave her a slow perusal. “What’s wrong with what you have on?”
“Oh, now you don’t have a problem with what I’m wearing?” 
Wil grinned. “Well, it is going to be just you and me. So whatever you’re comfortable in is fine.” 
“Yeah. I think I’ll change just the same.” Jillian waved a hand toward the bedroom.
Arousal hung in the air between them, seeping into their clothing like the scent of campfire smoke, and lingered to remind Jillian of the moments when the flames had consumed them.

“Where are we?” Jillian asked as Wil steered her truck into a tree-lined gravel drive. She stopped in front of a small house, further dwarfed by the towering trees and vast stretches of green grass that surrounded it.
“My place. It’s not much, but it’s home.”
Jillian slid out of the truck and looked around. Thick woods edged the lawn on three sides, and she imagined in the fall a colorful cocoon would surround the house. If any neighbors were within range, she couldn’t see them from here.
“How far does your property go?”
Wil lifted the cooler from the bed of the truck. “About two hundred yards into the trees on either side. The back runs to a clearing near the lake. I thought we could picnic down there.”
Jillian searched the tree line for a break that would indicate a road. “How do we get there?”
“On those.” Wil pointed at two ATVs sitting side by side near the corner of the carport. One had camouflage paint and black luggage racks on the front and back. The other, a smaller, sportier model, was bright yellow.
“Are you kidding?” Jillian eyed the two machines, wondering if she was about to embarrass herself.
“I told you I like to go down to the lake.”
“I thought you meant a peaceful walk on the shore.”
Wil grinned. “I guess we have different definitions of peaceful. Have you ever been on one of these?”
“No.”
“This one’s yours.” Wil crossed to the larger one and stowed their dinner in a cargo box secured to the rack behind the seat.
“I don’t want the bigger one.”
“It’s wider and more stable than mine, and it has an automatic transmission. I’ve made a few modifications to the other one to kick up the horsepower, so trust me, you don’t want that one.” Wil smiled and handed her a helmet. “Get on.”
Jillian put her left foot on the step on the side nearest her and swung her other leg over the seat.
“The only shifting you have to do is forward or reverse.” Wil leaned over and indicated a small shifter in front of Jillian’s right knee. Jillian paid close attention as she went through the rest of the controls, showing her the brakes and throttle. When Wil straightened, her arm brushed Jillian’s breast, but she apparently didn’t notice because when Jillian shivered, she said, “Don’t worry, we’ll be on flat terrain. It’s an easy ride.”
She climbed on her ATV and started it. “Follow me,” she shouted before she put on her helmet.
Wil rolled forward, obviously going slow to give Jillian a chance to get used to the ATV. Jillian accelerated too quickly, and when her machine jumped forward she released the lever and tried again. This time her progress was smoother and she followed Wil across the backyard toward the trees. As they neared the edge, Jillian could make out a small break in the form of two tire tracks.
Wil glanced back for only a second before plunging into the woods. Jillian followed a bit more cautiously. She knew there was probably plenty of clearance on both sides as she carefully negotiated over roots, stones, and hard-packed dirt, but she felt as if she could reach out and touch the branches flanking the path. Shafts of sunlight pierced the thick canopy overhead, lighting patches of bright green foliage as they stretched toward the ground. The scent of damp earth permeated the air, and moss crept up the sides of tree trunks.
As they emerged from the trees on the other side, a large clearing led to the edge of the lake. Feeling more confident, Jillian punched the accelerator and pulled alongside Wil. When Wil looked over, Jillian smiled inside the full-face helmet and pointed at the shore as if to say, “First one there wins.” Wil nodded and Jillian took off with her fast on her heels. She gave it a little more gas and pulled away, enjoying a bit of speed as the wind rushed past.
Halfway across the grassy expanse, she had a considerable lead and was already savoring her win when Wil’s engine revved. Before Jillian even had time to glance back, Wil flew by and she realized Wil had just been playing with her.
Wil was already dismounting by the time Jillian pulled alongside her. They’d parked a few feet from the shoreline, where the grass gave way to a sand and rock beach. A slight breeze swept off the lake, carrying with it a musky scent.
“I never had a chance, did I?” Laughing, Jillian dismounted and set her helmet on the seat.
Wil grinned. “My machine was built for speed.” She wrapped an arm around Jillian’s waist and pulled her closer. “What do I win?”
Thrown off balance, Jillian braced a hand against Wil’s chest as her body came into solid contact with Wil’s.
“What do you want?” Jillian whispered. When she moistened her lower lip nervously, Wil’s heart beat harder under her hand.
“Just a kiss.”
“I thought you said it wasn’t just a kiss.” Testing, Jillian slid her hand up to toy with the ridge of Wil’s collarbone. Wil’s eyes darkened and her hand caressed the skin beneath the hem of Jillian’s shirt.
“Maybe I’ve decided that it can be.”
A tiny thrill traveled Jillian’s spine with Wil’s words. She tilted her head to accept the inevitable kiss, but Wil released her and turned back to the cargo box on the ATV. She got out the grocery bag, cooler, and a checkered blanket.
“Will you help me with this?” Wil shook out the blanket and Jillian grabbed the opposite side. They spread it in the grass a few feet from the waterline. “Have a seat.”
When they were settled side by side Jillian waited for Wil to unpack the food. But instead she stretched her legs out in front of her and propped herself on her elbow.
“Are you enjoying your weekend?” Wil’s words were casual, but the heat from a moment ago hadn’t faded from her eyes. And her restraint was obvious in the deliberate way she tightened and relaxed her fists, then crossed her ankles.
Jillian mirrored her pose. “Very much.”
“I know it’s not big-city culture, but—”
“You must really think I’m high maintenance.” Jillian edged closer and Wil’s gaze flickered down her body. “Do I strike you as hard to please?”
Wil smiled at the innuendo in Jillian’s words. “Not in the least.” Though she’d changed to khaki shorts, Jillian still wore the yellow tank top. It gapped slightly at her chest, giving Wil a glimpse of cleavage, and she purposely let her eyes linger there. “In fact,” Wil traced the back of Jillian’s hand where it lay on the blanket between them, “I find you quite easy to please.”
“Hmm. And where do you think calling me easy is going to get you?”
“Oh, there’s nothing easy about you,” Wil murmured as she danced her fingers up Jillian’s forearm. Jillian’s brow wrinkled, but before she could take offense, Wil went on. “Maybe pleasing you just comes naturally to me.”
“You might be right about that.” Jillian’s voice dropped seductively but also carried a touch of hesitation, as if she was trying to figure out where Wil was going with the flirtation.
Wil couldn’t blame her, since she didn’t know herself. She only knew that she liked teasing Jillian, liked touching her. And though her earlier discovery while talking to her father should have freaked her out, it didn’t. Knowing she would hurt when Jillian left and having given herself permission to spend time with her anyway freed her.
“And what would please you now?” Wil touched Jillian’s neck, then let her fingers dip into the cleavage to stroke her soft skin.
Jillian captured her hand and guided it to her breast. “Don’t you know?”
“I’ve got a few ideas.” Wil eased Jillian back to lie on the soft flannel of the blanket. Her hand still cradled Jillian’s breast, and Jillian’s nipple pressed eagerly into her palm.
Without hesitation, Wil leaned over and claimed her mouth, aggressively at first. And Jillian responded just as fervently, sucking Wil’s tongue as she thrust it inside. Then Wil gentled the kiss, easing back to softly caress her lips.
“Please, don’t stop,” Jillian whispered, clutching Wil’s shoulders.
She wouldn’t stop. Couldn’t have if she’d tried. For weeks she’d been fighting this attraction, beating back awareness at every turn, but she no longer needed to. Whatever happened after this day, she would have this moment. She would have Jillian on a blanket in the sun.
She pushed up Jillian’s tank top and touched her warm, flat stomach, spreading her hand to span nearly the width of her torso. Her broad, work-roughened hand made Jillian’s skin look even more pale and feminine. “Like porcelain,” Wil murmured.
Jillian framed her face and pulled her closer. She bit Wil’s lower lip then kissed her chin. “Except I don’t break easily.”
She sat up and lifted Wil’s shirt over her head, then tossed it aside. As she reached for the hem of her own shirt, Wil’s hands were there dragging it upward and off. Wil’s eyes roamed over her body, alight with hunger. Wil bent and drew one of Jillian’s nipples into her mouth, while she cupped her other breast and pinched the nipple lightly. Jillian arched, pushing firmly into Wil’s touch.
The gentle suction and the ministrations of Wil’s fingers tugged a string connecting Jillian’s nipples to several inches of sensitive flesh between her legs. Her clit swelled and pulsed heavily. Pulling away for only a moment, she shed the rest of her clothing, then scooted closer and draped her legs over Wil’s and around her hips so they sat face-to-face.
Wil trailed her fingers over Jillian’s body, deliberately tracing her curves. Seeming to have infinite patience, Wil circled maddeningly low on Jillian’s stomach before veering away. Jillian needed more, harder. She needed to be possessed as Wil had done so many weeks before, filling her and making her feel as if she’d finally found a missing piece of herself.
“I won’t break,” she repeated, and took Wil’s hand and pressed it to her center. When Wil didn’t move, she slipped a finger between Wil’s to rub over her aching clit.
Wil’s knowing smile said she was fully aware of what Jillian was trying to do. She pulled her hand away, taking Jillian’s with it, and said, “It’s my turn to lead.”
“I need you to touch me.” Jillian tried to guide Wil’s hand back.
“When I say.” Wil kissed her neck. “Where I say.” She wrapped her arms around Jillian and caressed her back.
As Jillian’s hips shifted restlessly between her thighs, Wil continued her slow exploration. She would not be hurried. Jillian’s struggle with her self-control flashed across her face. Her eyes were dark with arousal and she pulled her lower lip between her teeth.
“You just wait until it’s my turn,” she growled in warning as Wil feathered her fingers down her stomach to the place where the patch of curls began.
“I can’t wait.” Grinning, Wil grasped Jillian’s hips and pulled them closer.
“It seems that you can.” Jillian’s words ended on a moan as Wil trailed her fingers through the wetness, grazing her clit. “Wil.”
The roughly spoken word carried a plea Wil could satisfy. This time as she stroked along the folds, she applied more pressure, lingering when Jillian’s thighs quivered. And when she curled two fingers inside, Jillian sighed and tilted her hips, giving Wil better access. Jillian immediately tried to increase the pace but Wil controlled her from the inside, stroking long and slow, then pulling out until her fingertips teased Jillian’s opening. And just when Jillian’s hands fisted in frustration, Wil sank back in.
She kept this pace, even when her own throbbing body demanded attention. Her focus remained on Jillian’s pleasure, on her gasping cries for more, and the undulation of Jillian’s hips against her hand.
“Please, Wil.” Jillian leaned back, arching until her shoulder blades rested against Wil’s legs. With measured strokes, Wil drew Jillian to the edge and only then did she press her thumb over the ridge of swollen tissue surrounding Jillian’s clitoris. Jillian whispered, “Oh, yes, there.”
As Jillian’s body tensed and drew her deeper with every stroke, Wil bent to press her mouth to the center of Jillian’s chest, just below her breasts. One of Jillian’s hands tangled in her hair and the other grasped the back of her neck. When Jillian cried out and shuddered, she clutched Wil tightly to her.
As her body relaxed Wil continued to hold her, bowed over her and immersed in the salty taste of her skin and the scent of her arousal. Though she didn’t utter a sound, she mouthed the words “I love you” against Jillian’s skin.
After a moment she straightened, took Jillian’s hands, and pulled her up too. Not ready to lose the connection, Wil circled her arms around Jillian’s waist and held her close. She kissed Jillian’s neck, feeling the tickle of her fragrant hair against her face.
Jillian played her fingers in Wil’s hair, sweeping stubborn strands off her forehead. She traced the shell of Wil’s ear and Wil shivered.
“Why are you still wearing your jeans?” Jillian teased against Wil’s neck.
“Because you didn’t take them off me.” Wil kissed Jillian’s bare shoulder.
“Well, that can be rectified.”
Wil smiled. “Are you hungry?” she murmured. When she drew back to meet Jillian’s eyes she was pleased with the haze of fulfillment that clouded them.
“Starving.” Jillian’s gaze was fixed on Wil’s mouth and she clearly wasn’t thinking about food. “But I’d rather take care of you first.”
Wil debated the few minutes she knew it would take for Jillian to bring her to orgasm. She’d been almost there as Jillian had climaxed. But she decided she’d rather let her need simmer until they’d eaten. The steady throb of arousal felt good, and she wanted to spend their meal imagining the many ways Jillian might ease it. “I’m okay for now.”
“Sure?” Jillian asked lazily.
“Mmm-hmm. Sorry. I let the chicken get cold.”
Jillian laughed. “I don’t think an apology is necessary.” She touched a finger to Wil’s chin. “Luckily, fried chicken is just as good cold.”

Chapter Thirteen
Wil drove through the nearly deserted streets of town toward Jillian’s house. Her body hummed with satisfaction and her skin felt tight from too much sun. Jillian rode beside her, their linked hands stretched across the expanse of seat between them.
“Where is everyone?” Jillian asked. “It’s not that late.”
Wil glanced at the clock in the center of the dash. “It’s almost nine on Sunday night. Folks are getting ready for work tomorrow, I guess.”
For Wil, the day had passed too quickly. After they’d eaten lunch, they had taken a walk, wading at the edge of the cool water. When they got back to where they’d left the ATVs, Jillian undressed Wil and drew her down to lie on the blanket. For the rest of the afternoon they alternated between talking, teasing, and making love. Hours later, they dug out the leftovers from their lunch and made dinner of it as well.
When darkness began to descend, Wil had reluctantly packed their picnic away and they’d returned to her house to stow the ATVs before she drove Jillian home.
Wil couldn’t remember the last time she’d taken an entire day off work. Even when her crew wasn’t working, she was entrenched in one project or another. But today, she’d simply enjoyed being with Jillian. So much so that she could almost convince herself that Jillian didn’t want to leave. Surely the passion they shared meant something. Though they hadn’t discussed it, today had certainly felt like more than just sex to Wil, and unless she was completely misreading the situation, Jillian felt it too.
She was still lost in thought and driving on autopilot as she pulled to a stop next to the curb in front of Jillian’s house. She got out of the truck and walked Jillian to her front door.
“Today was amazing.” Jillian stepped close and looped her arms around Wil’s neck.
“For me too.” Wil rested her hands against the small of Jillian’s back.
“Too bad you have to get up early.” Cradling Wil’s jaw in her hands, Jillian rose up on her toes and kissed her lightly on the mouth. Then again, deeper and lingering this time.
“Not that early.” A flutter of anticipation overrode the knowledge that she likely wouldn’t get much sleep if she stayed. She’d worked on little or no rest plenty of times, and this would definitely be worth it.
“Okay. Come in. But I’m tucking you in and we’re going right to sleep.”
“Define ‘tucking me in,’” Wil teased.
Smiling, Jillian turned away to unlock the door. Over her shoulder she said, “I really did have a good time today. I wish I could have more days like that.”
“You can.” Wil made a split-second decision to take a chance. Their time together was close to expiring. Tomorrow she would report to the school to help her crew finish up there. Jillian would add some small touches, then on Saturday she would have her open house. Soon after that she would leave.
Jillian chuckled as she slipped her key into the lock. “Yeah, wouldn’t that be nice.”
“Don’t go.”
Jillian looked up, surprised at the intensity of Wil’s softly spoken words. Wil’s eyes were focused on her, and just then she wished it could be that simple. Her response faltered in the face of the raw emotion in Wil’s gaze.
“I wish I could pretend to be unselfish and say I’ll move to the city, but I can’t leave my father or the business. So I’m asking you to stay here. With me.”
Jillian understood. Wil would never be happy in Cincinnati. But it was just as ridiculous to think that she could stay in Redmond. Sure, she’d enjoyed these past weeks, but she viewed them as a vacation. She wasn’t looking for a lifestyle change. So that left them exactly where they’d been—leading separate lives.
“I’m sorry, I can’t.”
“But you said you wanted more days like today.”
“I meant, I wish I could have more carefree days in my schedule.”
“Oh.”
“Wil.” Jillian took a step toward her, but she stumbled back. “Wait a minute, let’s talk about this.”
Wil’s humorless laugh was more like a sarcastic snort. “Apparently there’s nothing to talk about.”
Wil jogged down the walk and practically vaulted into her truck. Jillian wanted to go after her, but what would she say? Perhaps she’d let things go too far today, but she hadn’t thought past the seduction of the moment. She hadn’t foreseen Wil asking her to stay or considered how she would respond.
She pushed open the door and walked inside. Only moments ago, she’d felt the stirrings of arousal at the thought of another night in Wil’s arms. Now she stood in the empty living room wondering how it was possible that she missed Wil already. But Wil had summed it up: she couldn’t leave Redmond. And Jillian simply wasn’t a small-town girl.
Her life was in Cincinnati, her career, her friends. What career? What friends? You barely make time to sustain acquaintances. Okay, she didn’t have friends, per se. There were a couple of women with whom she commiserated over work. The only thing they had in common was real estate. They had husbands and kids, whose birthday parties Jillian was never invited to. They weren’t involved in each other’s lives outside of work. And she didn’t have a job, but she did have an offer. And she could make a phone call tomorrow and secure a position. She made up her mind right then, that’s what she would do. She’d accept that job and ignore the ache in her heart until it went away. 

Jillian pulled a tray of chocolate-chip cookies out of the oven. She planned to set out finger foods for her open house, but she also hoped to entice potential buyers. The idea was to make the house feel like a home, and what better way than the smell of freshly baked cookies as one walked through the door. They weren’t from scratch, but she had unwrapped the plastic from a preformed roll of dough and sliced them.
“Something smells good in there,” Rose called through the open front door.
Jillian grinned. “Come on in.”
“Nice touch,” Rose said as she walked in the kitchen.
“They need to cool a bit, but then you can have a sample.”
“Are you ready to sell the house?”
Jillian nodded.
“If I haven’t said it, I appreciate your help with my house. I put a For Sale sign in the yard today.”
“I’m not leaving just yet.” Rose’s words felt like good-bye and suddenly Jillian wasn’t ready. “Iced tea?” She pulled a pitcher from the fridge.
“Yes, thank you.”
“Sit,” Jillian said, when Rose started to circle the counter to help her. She waited until Rose had settled into a chair at the dinette table in the new breakfast nook, then set a glass of tea in front of her.
“You’ve done a lovely job here. Mary would have approved.”
“I’m glad. But I just had a few ideas. Wil did all the hard work.”
“Are you going to see her before you go?”
“Probably not.” She forced a casualness she didn’t feel. She hadn’t seen Wil since Sunday night. She had gone to Johnson and Son on Monday to settle up any remaining expenses and Wil’s truck had been in the parking lot, but she wasn’t inside the office and Jillian hadn’t asked about her.
“I had hoped the two of you would work things out.”
Stunned, Jillian stared at Rose. “You—how did you—”
“Dear, I may be old but I’m not a complete prude. Besides, it’s quite clear to anyone who’s paying attention that there are strong feelings between you.”
“Feelings? No. I mean—it was physical—” She broke off, a hot flush staining her cheeks as she realized what she’d said.
“Was it? I guess I was wrong, then. I sensed something deeper.” As usual, Rose was calm and nonjudgmental.
“Well, yes. Uh, no.” Jillian took a deep breath and slowly released it. “We’re from different worlds.”
Rose smiled. “I always thought that was just an excuse people used when they were afraid to try.”
“It’s not. I’m not. Okay, I’ll admit there’s an attraction—a strong one.” Jillian blushed again. “But it takes more than that to make a relationship work.” Even to her own ears, it sounded more like a question than an assertion.
“Well, dear, I guess you know yourself best.” Rose patted Jillian’s hand. “Folks will be arriving soon.”
“Yes.” Jillian drew her focus back to her open house. That was her priority today. “I should make some coffee.”
The first of the guests arrived as Jillian was finishing the coffee, and she spent the next two hours giving tours and chatting with neighbors. She was pleased to recognize several people from the diner and her daily walks through town. When she had started this project she envisioned herself swooping in, fixing the house up, and selling it, all still as an outsider. But over the past several weeks, Jillian had been drawn into the circle of residents and was no longer a stranger.

“You really do wonderful work, Wilhelmina.”
Hearing Rose’s words from across the room, Jillian turned and saw Wil enter through the front door. Despite an intense and immediate urge to cross to Wil and wrap her arms around her, Jillian kept her distance. Throughout the afternoon she’d caught herself searching the faces for Wil’s, flooded with a mixture of relief and disappointment when she didn’t see her. Now here she was, only ten minutes before the open house was scheduled to be over.
Wil stepped closer to Rose, and Jillian couldn’t hear her response. At least a dozen people were in the space between them, most of whom Jillian had discounted as serious buyers. In such a small town, she’d expected curiosity, not genuine interest, to be the biggest draw for the residents. Mary had been a fixture in this town, and now her neighbors wanted to see what had become of her house.
Rose drew Wil into a group of her neighbors, obviously fawning over her. Wil shoved her hands in the front pockets of her faded jeans and her T-shirt pulled tight across her shoulders. She bent her head and stared at her scuffed work boots as Rose continued to go on about the transformation of Mary’s house. Her dark hair fell forward, blocking Jillian’s view of her face. But she didn’t need to see it. That visage had been haunting her sleep for the past week.
Under the guise of greeting a new guest, Jillian skirted the edge of the room, moving closer until she could hear what was being said. Now Wil faced away from her and she didn’t have to be so surreptitious about watching her. She let her gaze wander over Wil’s back, remembering running a hand down the curve of her spine. Wil’s jeans showed signs of wear at the corners of the pockets, and the shape of her wallet stood out in the left one. Heat suffused Jillian’s body as she flashed on herself clutching Wil’s hips and ass as she thrust against her.
“Gert, if you ever get around to building that sunroom you’ve been talking about for years, you should give Wil a call.” Jillian smiled at Rose’s obvious attempt to drum up business for Wil.
“George says we can do it this summer,” the elderly woman on Rose’s right, who apparently was Gert, responded. She turned to Wil. “I remember you from when you were no bigger than a weed.”
Wil stiffened.
Gert looked around the room. “You’ve done well for yourself. You’re obviously a talented young lady. I’ll certainly call you when we’re ready to start.”
Jillian watched Wil’s shoulders visibly relax.
Rose nudged Wil’s arm. “Give her your card, Wil.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Wil’s soft alto seemed to vibrate in Jillian’s own chest. She imagined a half smile of amusement touched Wil’s lips as she handed over a card. Two other women in their cluster asked for one as well.
Still distracted, Jillian didn’t look away quickly enough when Rose glanced up, caught her eyes, and smiled. Seeing this, Wil followed her line of sight and Jillian gasped aloud as she became the subject of azure intensity. She’d never before felt as if someone could so easily see inside her. With Wil, she didn’t need to hold herself back. Then a couple approached her with questions about the kitchen and Jillian was reminded of why she should. She was going home. Ignoring the voice in her head that asked her why, when she could have everything she wanted right here, Jillian led the prospective buyers into the kitchen.
Wil watched her go, trying to resist the urge to follow. Wil Johnson didn’t chase women. There was either a mutual interest or there wasn’t, and Jillian had made her feelings on that matter clear. Hadn’t she? So had Wil imagined the yearning in Jillian’s eyes just now? She didn’t think so.
She shouldn’t have come here. Successfully avoiding Jillian for almost a week was a feat in such a small town. Luckily, Jillian was a creature of habit, and after weeks of working with her, Wil had her schedule down. She purposely didn’t work in front of the school between seven and seven fifteen while Jillian was on her morning walk. She avoided the diner at lunchtime. And she never dropped in on Rose without calling first and casually inquiring if she had any company.
Then her father had insisted she stop by to make sure Jillian hadn’t discovered any problems and, he’d said, it couldn’t hurt to have a company truck parked outside with all those people there. He dismissed her suggestion that he go instead. After all, she’d done all the work on the place and could better recount the transformation they’d made.
Wil had delayed as long as she could, inventing last-minute projects that needed to be done around her house. Finally, when she knew she would be subjected to only a few minutes of socializing, she headed over. During the drive, she made a plan to stay on the opposite side of the house from Jillian, thereby avoiding a scenario where she would get close enough to touch her, because she wasn’t certain she could resist the urge.
As it turned out, her plan was a little more difficult to implement. Rose kept her corralled at one side of the living room, and by the time Jillian passed close by, it was too late to move. She glanced quickly to her right, assessing her chance for escape, but a couple with three kids trailing behind them headed for the door, cutting off her only possible route.
“Wil.”
Her mind had to be playing tricks on her because Jillian’s low caress of her name sounded like more than a greeting. She imagined she could shove those kids out of the way and be out the door before anyone could catch her. Instead, they stood in awkward silence while Wil searched for something appropriate to say.
“Hi. The house looks nice.”
“Thanks to you.”
“Dear, the last of the guests are leaving,” Rose said.
As Jillian turned away to say good-bye, Wil sighed. Just get through the next few minutes and then you’re out of here. When a neighbor looked at her curiously, she fixed a fake smile in place and waved. As a large group headed out the door, Wil thought she could simply fall in with them and escape unnoticed. The effort of pretending it didn’t physically hurt to be in the same room with Jillian was making her short-tempered. 
Jillian returned just as her face was starting to ache from the faux gesture. The room had emptied out except for one woman, who lingered in the kitchen talking to Rose.
“Are you okay?” Jillian asked.
“Yeah. Why?”
“I don’t know. You just look—uh, nothing. Never mind.”
“You brought back Mary’s furniture,” Wil said, still hoping she could escape quickly after a bit of polite conversation. But even that was difficult, with Jillian acting as if they were nothing more than casual acquaintances. Wil deliberately hardened herself. What was it they said? The best defense is a good offense.
Jillian glanced around the room, satisfied with the result. She had already contacted an auction house in Knoxville about disposing of the pieces, but decided that until then they could be put to good use this weekend. “It’s amazing how a little bit of staging can make a house look like a home.”
“Ever the real-estate agent, huh?”
“What?”
Wil looked disappointed and Jillian wondered why that bothered her. “I should have figured you were just concerned about your sale.”
“Well, now I’m confused, Wil.” Jillian put her hands on her hips, irritated by Wil’s tone. “During this entire project you’ve accused me of spending without thinking of profit. And now you’re saying just the opposite. So which is it? Do you find me foolish or opportunistic?”
Wil’s expression hardened. “Maybe a little of both,” she said sharply.
“Why are you here, anyway?” Wil’s words stung, but it was the detachment in her eyes that drew blood. Jillian hadn’t expected to see Wil again, nor had she expected that it would rattle her if she did.
“Just fulfilling a business obligation.”
“Well, then consider it fulfilled,” Jillian bit out before turning her back on Wil. She stalked into the kitchen, ignoring a curious look from Rose as she showed the last of the visitors out through the front. When she dared to glance back toward the living room, it was empty. Wil had apparently left as well.
Good riddance. A business obligation? What the hell did that mean? Was Jillian nothing more than business to her? She’d done the job and had her fun in the process and now was ready to wash her hands of Jillian. And why should that bother Jillian so much? After all, she’d never put it in such cold terms, but she had agreed it was temporary and physical.

Chapter Fourteen
“Damn it!” Jillian flung the bedroom door shut behind her because she needed to slam something. But the loud bang did nothing to ease her irritation. Overall, the open house had been a success. One young family seemed very interested in the house, and Jillian had exchanged numbers with their agent. She should be concentrating on that instead of letting Wil get under her skin. She paced the length of the room, trying not to think about what emotions hid beneath Wil’s cool exterior.
Her gaze landed on the bureau and, remembering the photo album she’d tucked in one of the drawers weeks ago, she crossed the room. She pulled open the handle a bit too hard and, distracted, she didn’t catch the drawer as it flew out.
“Ow, shit,” she cried. She grabbed her foot and hopped to the bed. A red line ran across the top of her foot and a knot was already forming. She stood and gingerly bore weight, and when the throbbing didn’t increase she decided nothing was broken.
The drawer lay upside down and something was taped to the bottom of it. Jillian limped over and lowered herself to the floor. She slid her finger beneath the yellowed envelope and the aged adhesive came free easily. It was a letter, addressed to Aunt Mary. Jillian carefully slipped the piece of paper from the envelope and unfolded it.
Dearest Mary,
Words cannot express what you mean to me. These past years have been the happiest of my life. I love you with all my heart, and while I don’t understand your choice, I respect your decision. I wish I could say that we would always be friends, but I fear I’m not strong enough to watch you make a life with him when I want you for my own. I hope you find happiness.
Yours always,
Rose
Jillian stared at the flowing script and tried to reconcile the woman she’d come to know with the heartbroken soul who wrote this letter. She knew Rose had never married and now she knew why. Had Rose met anyone else in the years since Mary? Recalling the touches of sadness she’d seen in Rose, she guessed that, if she had, none had measured up to the true love of her life.

“Jillian, what a lovely surprise. Come in.” Rose stepped back and waited for Jillian to enter. “I was just making some tea. Would you like some?”
“No, thank you.”
Jillian followed her to the kitchen and waited while she poured steaming water into a delicate china cup. She carried it to the table and sat down.
“Have a seat. Did you get any serious inquiries yesterday?”
“Maybe. One couple with young children showed interest. They wanted to think about it. But I’m confident they’ll make an offer.”
“That’s good news.”
Uncertain how to broach the subject except to be direct, Jillian pulled the worn envelope from her purse. Torn between curiosity and respect for Rose’s privacy, Jillian had tucked the letter in a drawer until she could return it this morning. “I found this among Mary’s things and thought you might want to have it.”
Rose’s eyes were riveted on the letter Jillian held out, but she didn’t take it.
Jillian laid it on the table. “Well, I don’t think I should be the one to throw it away. I’m sorry. I read it before I realized who it was from.”
Rose finally picked it up and slowly, almost reverently, ran a finger over Mary’s name on the outside of the envelope.
“You and Mary were more than just friends.”
“It doesn’t matter now.”
“I think it does. You obviously cared for her very much.”
Rose sighed. “It was ages ago. I was a naïve girl. When you’re in your twenties you think anything is possible. But reality is a bit colder.”
“Just yesterday you were trying to convince me anything was possible.”
“Those were different times. We weren’t supposed to be open. This town wouldn’t have accepted us, and Mary couldn’t live like that. I made my own attempts at conformity, but the only happiness that ever brought me was my daughter. Mary was apparently more successful than I.”
Jillian recognized the sorrow in Rose’s tone. “She broke your heart.”
“She was ashamed of us,” Rose said tersely.
The urge to defend Mary was overshadowed by the tears in Rose’s eyes. Jillian couldn’t imagine loving someone so much that the wound was still fresh fifty years later. Will I still wonder what I could have had with Wil fifty years from now?
“It’s all history now. They were married for fifty-five years. I’m sure she had a happy life,” Rose said, as if Mary’s happiness was all that mattered.
“She kept the letter.”
“Do you suppose that brings me any comfort now?”
Would it? What difference did it really make to find out that Mary probably loved Rose to her dying day? They were still robbed of a life together. And at least if Mary was happy Rose could feel it was worth it, but if they were both miserable it was a waste.
“There’s nothing I can do to change it now.” Rose stood and crossed the kitchen. She tucked the letter in a drawer and Jillian wondered what the steel in her spine cost her. “The question is what are you going to do?” 
Jillian considered the question. A week ago, she’d thought she knew what direction she was heading in. “One part of me wants to get in my car and drive away as fast as I can.”
“And the other part?”
Jillian sighed. “Maybe it’s as you said. It’s all history now.”
“Is it? Walking away was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”
“Would you do it again?”
“No.” Rose shook her head firmly. “I’ve learned a few things over the years. I thought I was being selfless, giving her what she asked for, when really I was just frightened.”
“Of what?”
“That I could never be enough. That if I fought for her, she would still choose him.”
“Well, this isn’t the same situation. There is no him.” 
“No. But the thing I didn’t realize at the time was that she was just as scared as I was.”
“And you think Wil is scared?”
“Sweetheart, this is a small town, and I’ve known Wilhelmina since she was very young.” Rose reached across the table and covered Jillian’s hand with hers. “And I can tell you, without a doubt, that child is petrified.”
“Of what?”
“Of you.”
“Me?”
Rose studied Jillian with kind, moist eyes. “She’s afraid she won’t be able to keep you happy. That you’ll miss the city and want to leave.”
Suddenly Jillian understood. “Like her mother did.”
“Do you love her?”
Jillian nodded, swallowing against a sudden ache in her throat.
“Then hold on to that. There is a way to work everything else out.” 

Jillian stood at the edge of the woods, where the clearing opened and stretched down to the lake. Directly in front of her sat the camo ATV devoid of its rider. Jillian searched the shoreline and found her sitting close to the water with her knees pulled up to her chest. Wil stared over the lake and Jillian could only see her profile. Regardless, she was too far away to study her expression. The sun was only an hour from touching the horizon, then Wil would be a silhouette.
After her talk with Rose, she’d taken a walk to clear her head. She kept replaying Rose’s promise that they could find a way to work everything out. But she still had her doubts. She’d never quite bought the whole love-conquers-all thing. This was real life, and there were worlds between her and Wil. Naturally, she would miss her. Their connection was stronger than any Jillian had felt before, like a physical cord strung between two hearts.
But as Wil said, she couldn’t leave Redmond. So then the question became, could Jillian leave the convenience of city life behind her? In Redmond, she couldn’t see the latest theater production or order Chinese takeout on a whim. Here there were no new condos to sell or high-rise development deals.
As Jillian had reached the town square, she’d paused and taken a deep breath of the freshest air she’d ever filled her lungs with. The front door of the pharmacy opened and a woman ushered two small boys onto the sidewalk. The elder couldn’t be more than five years old, and as his mother reached for his hand, he sneezed. She grabbed his wrist before he would wipe his fist under his nose, then bent and pulled a tissue out of her purse. The woman was probably on a first-name basis with the pharmacist. She could call the clinic doctor in the middle of the night for a child’s fever and he would probably make a house call.
Jillian had continued through the square and turned down the street toward home. By now she knew the exact spot where the sidewalk bowed and allowed a ridge of root from a large oak tree to peek through. She had pored through the contrasts between Redmond and Cincinnati until she realized she had really only one decision to make. She could compare the superficial aspects of both places, but that had nothing to do with the value she now sought. She’d never felt anything was missing from her life, until she’d come here.
Clarity came as she mounted the steps to Mary’s house. After making several phone calls, she’d grabbed her keys and set out again, this time in the car. She’d made her decision, and now she owed Wil this conversation before she considered things settled between them.
But first she wanted to look at her for a moment longer. It didn’t seem possible that in only six weeks, this woman had come to mean so much to her. Wil had cared for her and challenged her like no woman ever had. She had found in a contractor in Redmond, Tennessee, something she hadn’t even realized she’d been searching for.
When Wil stood and turned, Jillian stepped out of the shadows and walked toward her. She was close enough to see Wil’s face when she noticed Jillian’s presence, and her heart sank as a door slammed between them. She stopped a few feet from Wil.
“I didn’t take the offer.” Jillian paused but Wil’s expression remained stoic. “I’m opening my own firm instead.”
“Congratulations.”
“Thanks. I’m starting out small, working from home to save expenses.”
“You walked all the way down here to tell me that?”
Jillian moved forward, pausing next to Wil’s ATV. She touched the hand grip nervously, wishing she could read something in Wil’s eyes. “I came to offer you a job.”
“A job?”
“Yeah, I need some help making the changes to Mary’s house—well, my house, actually—in order to create a suitable office and reception area. I was thinking about turning the dining room into an office. Then I could close the pocket doors while meeting with clients.”
“Rose said you expected to get an offer on the house.”
“Yes. I told them I wasn’t selling but that I knew of a cute little starter house. And I gave them Rose’s number.”
Wil stared at her.
“Well, are you interested or not, because I’m sure there are plenty of other contractors who would jump at—” Jillian yelped when Wil swept her into her arms, then moaned softly as their lips met.
Clinging to Wil, Jillian returned her kiss with all of the emotion flooding her heart. Wil’s arms tightened around Jillian’s waist even as she drew back to look at her.
“You’re staying?”
Jillian hoped she could someday erase the hint of fear in Wil’s eyes. She nodded. “You didn’t just kiss me so I would give Johnson and Son the job, did you?”
The half-smile Jillian was so fond of lifted one side of Wil’s mouth. “Well, you better not be letting any other contractors near your place.”
Jillian kissed her again and stroked her jaw. “I won’t.”
“What changed your mind?”
She touched Wil’s cheek. “Mary and Rose were a couple.”
Wil nodded.
“You’re not surprised.”
“I suspected.” Wil’s arms dropped away from her waist, but she caught one of Jillian’s hands and led her toward the beach. “I grew up here, and years ago there were rumors.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Rose never confided in me personally. And I don’t like gossip, especially not about someone who’s been so kind to me. It wasn’t my place to tell you. What does this have to do with us?”
“I wondered if Mary ever regretted her decision.” They walked along the shore until they reached a large boulder, then sat down together. Jillian angled toward Wil, tucking one leg beneath her. “I don’t want regrets. Rose believes Mary was ashamed of them, and it’s too late to fix that. So I want to make it clear that I’m not ashamed of loving you.”
“Are you sure?”
“Sure that I love you?”
“No. But you can keep saying that if you want to.”
Jillian squeezed Wil’s hand. “I love you.”
Wil smiled. “I meant, are you sure you want to live in Redmond?”
“What are you worried about?”
“I’m never going to make a lot of money. I’ll probably be driving the same work truck for the next ten years. I can’t buy you fancy things.”
“Are you really telling me again that you’re not good enough?” Jillian stood up and paced away a step. “This has never been about money and you know that. I make my own money. Nor is it about your personal worth, because you’re the only person who seems to have doubts about that.”
“Since I was a kid—”
“I know. But, Wil, I’ve been here for weeks and I haven’t heard anyone say one bad thing about you. You’re honest, generous, and one of the hardest-working people in this town, and everyone knows it but you.”
“I just—”
“No. This is about you and me. Nothing else.” She took both of Wil’s hands in hers and looked her in the eye. “Do you want to be with me?”
“More than anything.”
“That’s all that matters. Trust me, communicate with me. And I have it on good authority that we can work everything else out.” Jillian tugged Wil off the boulder. “Now are you going to give me a ride back, or do I have to walk?”
Wil gave an exaggerated bow and swept her arm toward the ATV. “Your chariot awaits, my lady.”
Jillian laughed and looped her arm around Wil’s waist as they walked. “Someday I’ll break you of those Southern manners.”
“Now, that sounds promising.” Wil’s mouth spread into a wolfish grin. She pulled Jillian to a stop and kissed her thoroughly. “But they’re pretty deeply ingrained, so that could take a while.”
“I’ve got the rest of my life.”

Epilogue
Jillian’s short skirt stretched tight across her thighs as she got out of her BMW. She reached back through the window and grabbed her Calvin Klein blazer, but rather than put it on, she draped it over her arm. The midday sun had driven the mercury into an uncomfortable zone, and her silk blouse already clung to her. She couldn’t wait to get inside and out of these clothes. Maybe she would change into Wil’s favorite jean shorts and a white tank top, and just for Wil she would forgo a bra.
She smiled when she noticed Wil’s truck in the driveway of Mary’s—er, her new house. Considering it had been weeks since they had seen each other, most likely Wil would have her suit off her in minutes and she wouldn’t need to worry about what to wear for some time. She’d been in Cincinnati packing her condo and making arrangements for a permanent move. Beginning today she was a resident of Redmond. Well, technically, the rest of her things wouldn’t be delivered until this weekend, but she decided the two suitcases in her trunk made it official.
As she crossed the yard toward the porch, the front door opened and Wil stepped outside. Her black T-shirt was tucked into stained blue jeans that hung loosely on her hips. Wil met her at the top step and pulled her close.
“Nice skirt,” Wil murmured, taking a second to admire long, black-stocking-encased legs before covering Jillian’s mouth in a passionate kiss that had been building for two weeks.
“I wore it just for you,” Jillian said when they both needed to breathe. “This is nice to come home to.”
Wil would never tire of hearing Jillian call Redmond home. They’d talked every night in the three weeks Jillian had been gone, and she’d finally stopped worrying each time that Jillian would say she’d changed her mind.
“What have you been into?” Jillian rubbed her thumb over Wil’s jaw. “Is this paint?”
Wil grinned. “I’ve been busy while you were gone.”
“Hmm. Well, you can show me what you’ve done later. Right now, I need to get you out of those jeans.” Jillian pulled her toward the door.
Wil’s libido kicked up in response to Jillian’s words and the low growl in her voice. She’d been ready the minute she saw Jillian striding across the lawn in that impossibly sexy skirt and rumpled blouse.
“This will just take a minute.”
When Jillian opened the front door, Wil moved behind her and covered her eyes.
“What are you doing?”
“No peeking. I have a surprise for you.”
“Don’t let me trip and land on my face.” Jillian shuffled forward, her arms out in preparation for a fall.
“Don’t worry. I won’t let anything happen to your gorgeous face.” Wil guided her through the living room. As they walked, Jillian slowed and pressed back into her. Wil cleared her throat but failed to cover a moan as Jillian’s ass rocked into her crotch.
“Are we almost there?” Jillian asked innocently.
“Ah, yeah. Ready? Here’s your new office.”
Wil removed her hands and Jillian looked around. They stood in the doorway to the dining room. Wil had painted it the same yellow Jillian had picked out that day in the hardware store. The crisp white crown molding contrasted nicely, and the overall effect was light and airy. She’d moved in one of Mary’s bookcases and a large antique desk she’d found at an auction the weekend before.
“Wil, it’s perfect.” Jillian turned and Wil’s breath caught at the radiant smile on her face. She couldn’t believe this beautiful woman was in her life, but she planned to do everything she could to keep her there. “I told you it was a great color.”
Wil grinned. “And you were right. It needs some accessories, but you’re better with that stuff than I am.”
“I have so much to do. I ordered a sign while I was in Cincinnati, a fancy one that hangs on a wrought-iron frame. Sealy Realty. What do you think?”
“It definitely has a ring to it.” Wil wrapped her arms around Jillian’s waist and kissed her neck just below her ear.
“Well, it’s a beginning.” Jillian leaned back against Wil and tilted her head to allow her better access.
“It certainly is.” And for the first time, Wil believed it. She stood with Jillian at the dawn of something wonderful.
Jillian took Wil’s hand. “Now, about those jeans,” she said as she led Wil toward the bedroom.
Something wonderful, indeed.


	
