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    To my one and only, who changed my life and taught me all about trust.

  


  
    Chapter One


    Parker Braxton, President and owner of SKYWEB, America’s leading producer of computer software, had no time to wait for the slow-ass elevator to arrive—not after the phone call he’d just received. Every second counted, which was why he was bolting down numerous flights of stairs at breakneck speed and rushing to his car.


    A cool breeze off Lake Washington ruffled the lapels on his suit as he pushed through the glass doors and shot a fast glance around. His employees, who were all filing back to their offices after their lunch break, gave a wide berth as he barreled through them, their smiles as shaky as their bodies as they parted like the Red Sea to clear a path.


    Yeah, he had a reputation for being a hard-ass around the office, and he put the fear of God into all the junior employees under his command. Apparently, they kept a list of names for him. What was the favorite this week? Ogre? Tyrant? He could never keep track. One thing was for sure. The looks they were giving him now as he hurried to get to the hospital would likely move a few names to the top of the list. Namely asshole. But he had one thing and one thing only on his mind.


    His mother.


    He pressed the fob in his palm, and the lock on his Tesla clicked open as he approached. Cell phone still in hand, he tossed it onto the passenger seat, pressed the start button on the dashboard, and practically peeled the tires off the car as he raced out of the parking lot. Traffic was a bitch this time of day, so he went left instead of right, cutting through a few side roads to get to Seattle General faster. This was the third time this month he’d been called to the emergency room for his mother. Before the chest pains had turned out to be nothing more than heartburn. He hoped the same held true for today. But still…he wasn’t waiting around the office to find out.


    The light turned green as he approached the intersection, and his phone pinged as he took the corner, driving past his favorite coffee shop, Uncommon Grounds. Worried the text was about his mother, he slowed slightly and momentarily averted his attention from the road to read… Indigestion. Thank God. He breathed a sigh of relief, but it was short-lived when his bumper hit something solid.


    He slammed on his brakes, and his vehicle came to a resounding halt. What the fuck? Ripping off his seat belt, he jumped from the car, and when he rounded the front and a very familiar face came into view, now bruised and scratched because of his fucking negligence, his heart went into this throat.


    “Holy Jesus.” He reached for the woman as she shoved her long dark hair from her face and tried to stand on wobbly legs. “Easy,” he said, sliding a hand around her waist to help her up. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”


    “I…I think so.”


    “You okay, lady?” some man shouted.


    She waved a wobbly hand. “I’m fine. Really. It’s okay.”


    “Nice going, Braxton,” the same man yelled out from the sidewalk as car horns blared around him. “Just because you own SKYWEB doesn’t mean you own the road.”


    “Sue the bastard,” an elderly man yelled, as he waved his fist in the air.


    He briefly pinched his eyes shut to keep his shit together, even though the criticism was just. He’d hit someone for Christ’s sake. Fists clenched, he turned his attention back to the girl as she tried to stand on quivering legs that would in no way hold her. His gaze raked over her body, a careful assessment, and he hissed when blood oozed from a gash on her knee.


    “You’re not okay,” he bit out between ground teeth.


    “I’m…um,” she said in a shaky voice, drawing his attention back to her face. She tried to extricate herself from his arms, but he’d have none of that. “Blood,” she said, averting her gaze. “Ugh.”


    There was more going on here, and she needed to get checked out right away. Since he was on his way to the hospital, he decided to take her with him.


    “You’re not okay,” he said again, a statement not a question. “You’re coming with me.”


    “No, I’m not.” She pushed against his chest, her mess of hair falling into her eyes again. Mocha eyes. Just like the dark-blend coffee he loved so much.


    “Listen—”


    “I’m fine,” she insisted, and when he loosened his hold, her legs went right out from underneath her.


    Dammit. He pulled her to him again, bundling her against his body, and she shivered in his arms. The November air was brisk, but he feared the shakes were from shock.


    A paper cup tumbled by as a gust of wind funneled down the street, flipping the cover on one of the numerous textbooks she’d been holding. More car horns blared as a sheet of paper took flight, and he cursed under his breath. But he wasn’t about to chase after it, not when she needed him more. And fuck the traffic. They could damn well wait.


    “Are you always so stubborn?” Without waiting for an answer or asking for permission, he scooped her up and walked to the passenger side of his car. Christ, she weighed less than the crystal paperweight his friend had given him at their graduation from Yale a few years back.


    “Put me down.” He caught sight of her bloodied knuckles as she gathered her hair and moved it from her cheeks. “You have no right…” Her voice fell off and shocked surprise lit her big eyes when they finally met his. Her gaze was dark, intent on his face, those little golden flecks fringing her pupils dancing in the noonday light as she stared. He couldn’t be sure if the alarm was because he’d picked her up and was carrying her to his car, or if she recognized him.


    “You’re…”


    Apparently it was the latter.


    “Braxton.” he supplied. “My friend’s call me Brax.” Seattle was a big city, but as president and owner of SKYWEB, his face was splashed in enough papers that his name had become a household one.


    Seattle’s most eligible billionaire.


    What-the-fuck-ever.


    “No,” she said. “That’s not it.”


    Of course that was it.


    He opened the car door, pushed his cell phone to the side, and carefully set her into the seat. Did she have a concussion? He took in her large pupils. Dammit, they were dilated. His heart nearly seized. Shit. Shit. Shit. He had two experiences with head injuries. One was the time Adam Zinck called his mother a whore, and they got into a fistfight on the school playground. That stunt landed him in the ER, and a night playing board games to help him stay awake. The second experience was with his grandmother, and that incident had ended worse, so much worse.


    “That’s not it,” she said again, pulling his attention back. Her eyes narrowed, like she was searching the recesses of her mind. Maybe she was trying to place him. She served him on a daily basis from behind the coffee counter at Uncommon Grounds. Seeing him out of context like this could be throwing her off. Or she was going into shock from trauma. Which scared the living shit out of him.


    “It’s Braxton,” he said again, wanting to keep her awake and engaged in conversation, just in case. “I was born Parker Braxton twenty-nine years ago, and I’m still Parker Braxton today. But you know me better as Grande Americano, extra shot.”


    Why was it no one in Seattle could make a cup of coffee quite like her?


    As she stared at him, like she was trying to wrap her brain around something, he grabbed her seat belt and slid it across her body, his knuckles brushing her small breasts. Shocked awareness raced through him at the intimate contact. Jesus. She drew in a quick breath, her big brown eyes stark against her pale skin as they widened, and he tried not to notice the awakening of his body as he fastened the belt around slim hips. What the fuck was the matter with him? He’d just hit her with his car and now he was thinking about what she’d look like in his bed.


    She’s too sweet and innocent for me.


    Yeah, she definitely wasn’t the kind of girl who’d know the score with a guy like him. The women he got involved with understood the rules he lived by: sex was for pleasure, love didn’t exist, and no woman was worth the price—that price being five million dollars. He scoffed and thought back to the bachelor pact he’d made with five men from their Yale secret society.


    You walk down the aisle; you pay each man one million dollars.


    They’d all seen the tricks women played—had been burned one way or another— and because of it, they set the stakes high to protect one another. The loss of five big ones would make any guy think twice.


    “How…I didn’t think…” she said, her slow, broken words worrying the hell out of him.


    Thick lashes blinked rapidly, and a bolt of pleasure he didn’t want to feel moved through him as he hovered over her, her sweet scent doing mind-fucking things to his body. Goddamn traitorous dick.


    “Layla, are you okay? You’re scaring me.”


    “You…you know me from the coffee shop?” she asked.


    “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I know you?” Truthfully, he only knew her name from the tag pinned to her beige, button-up dress shirt. They never had a real conversation outside his daily coffee pickup, which he didn’t even have to order anymore. She always had it ready and waiting for him when he reached the front of the line.


    “I just didn’t think…”


    He tugged the seat belt to make sure it was secure. As he adjusted the fit to her tiny waist, he forced himself to keep his eyes off her legs and the way her work skirt was riding up her thighs. She clasped her hands tightly, and he struggled to pull himself together before he started steaming up the glass.


    “You serve me every day, don’t you?”


    “Yeah, but… Never mind. It’s nothing.”


    He stared at her for one more second to make sure she wasn’t going to pass out on him, then closed her door and made his way to the front of the car, resisting the urge to present his middle finger to the crowd still hurling insults at him, and snapping pictures. Photographic evidence. Great. Just what he needed. He gathered her strewn textbooks from the ground, slid into the driver’s seat, and tossed them into the back for safe keeping.


    His gaze raked over Layla again, taking in her un-tucked shirt and short beige skirt—her usual Uncommon Grounds uniform. Well, except for the blood and disheveled state of her top. But it was the middle of November for Christ’s sake. Where the hell was her jacket, and why wasn’t she looking where she was going? Okay, well, maybe that last one was on him. He was the one who’d hit her. None of this was on her.


    He put his car into gear and headed toward the hospital.


    “Uh…where are you taking me?”


    “To the hospital.”


    Her mess of waves fell over her shoulders as she gave a hard shake of her head, then she sank deeper into her seat, resting her head against the soft leather rest. “Whoa.” She cupped her cheeks and briefly pinched her eyes shut, like she was trying to rebalance.


    He put his hand on her leg, but the comforting squeeze felt like so much more that he quickly snatched it back. “I think you have a concussion. You need to sit still okay?”


    “What I need is for you to turn this car around. I have a class in ten minutes.”


    “You’re bleeding, Layla. I’m not taking you to the campus. You’re my responsibility, and I’m taking you to the hospital.”


    “I’m not your anything,” she shot back.


    “I hit you. That makes me responsible.” He cast a quick glance at her, not daring to take his eyes off the road for long. “I never knew you were so argumentative.”


    “I can’t say the same about you,” she mumbled under her breath as she tugged on her skirt, forcing it farther down her legs.


    Taking offense, even though he had no right to—yeah he was an argumentative asshole—he asked, “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “Nothing. How the hell do I get out of here?” She ran her hand over the passenger side door panel but couldn’t seem to find the handle. “Pull over and let me out.”


    “It’s cold outside, and now you’re too far from the campus to walk.” Her hand continued to race over the door, her window opening and closing as she hit the electronic button. She leaned his way when he took the corner, and he got another whiff of her floral shampoo. Jesus, why the hell did she have to smell so good? “Why aren’t you wearing a coat?” he asked.


    He took in the defiant tilt of her chin. “When did you become my mother?”


    At the mention of mother, his mind raced to his own. He shot a glance at the clock on his dashboard. “I’ll take you to the campus after you get checked out. Right now I can’t turn around. I was on the way to the hospital to see my mother when I ran into you.”


    “Oh,” she said, and when her small hand touched his arm, the softness not only took him by surprise, it left him with a desperate desire to explore her body, to discover if she was just as soft everywhere else.


    “I’m sorry. Is she okay?”


    Shit, what the hell am I doing?


    He shrugged. “Yeah. She was admitted for a possible heart attack, but it turned out to be indigestion.”


    “Thank God.” She straightened and stared at the road ahead like she wasn’t sure what else to say.


    He snagged a metered spot near the emergency entrance, killed the ignition, and turned to her. She searched for the door handle again, and he touched her arm. Her gaze flew to his, and it took a second to restart his brain. Jesus, she was pretty.


    “Will you come in with me and get checked out?”


    She straightened in her seat, and he took in her body language, her lack of winter apparel. “I’m fine,” she insisted, a hint of panic in her voice. Did she not like hospitals? Wait, no that wasn’t it.


    Christ, I am such an idiot.


    “My insurance will cover everything,” he said. “I know you probably don’t need it, but like I said, you’re my responsibility.”


    She went quiet for a moment, her gaze latched on her bloody knee, and he waited. Negotiations weren’t foreign to him, and he gave her a moment to mull over his offer before adding, “A quick check up. I’ll wait, then I’ll drive you straight to campus.”


    “I don’t know, Parker.”


    Parker.


    Fuck, outside of family, no one ever called him Parker. He hated the name, but for some reason it sounded so right on her lips. He drew a breath and let it out slowly.


    “I really shouldn’t miss class.”


    Dammit, he didn’t want her to miss class, either, not when it seemed so important to her. But Christ, she was bleeding and no doubt had a concussion. He pinched the bridge of his nose, strategizing his next move. He prided himself on being a hard-ass businessman, and by rights he should just pick her up and carry her inside. What was it about this woman that had him softening his tactics, wanting to offer everything, do anything for her? Was it because he was responsible for her injuries or was it something more?


    “You’d be doing me a favor, Layla,” he said, pitching his voice low. “In ten minutes the accident will be all over the news. If my mother thought for one second that I didn’t do right by you, she’d have a heart attack for sure. Basically you’re saving a life.”


    A long pause and then, “Fine.”


    “I’ll wait for you.”


    “No.” She inched her chin up. “I’ll call a friend. She can come get me.”


    He should fight her on that but instead found himself gritting his teeth and ignoring the disappointment taking up residency in his gut. He was a man used to getting his way, calling the shots, facing off against the toughest negotiators in the business. He could always get past ‘no’, so why then did this woman’s assertiveness have him backing down when he should have been taking control, personally driving her back.


    Because she was an innocent, and there was no way in hell he could handle hearing ‘yes’ on her sweet lips.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Parker Braxton.


    Brax—the name his friend’s like to call him.


    Stuck-Up-Suit—what he really should be called.


    Layla couldn’t believe the bossy owner of SKYWEB hit her with his fancy sports car. Then again, maybe she could. He did, after all, spend more time shouting demands into his phone then paying attention to his surroundings when ordering his coffee.


    Argumentative ass.


    But what really surprised her was the fact that he knew her name. Any time she served him his Grande Americano extra shot, he seemed to look everywhere and anywhere but at her. Not that it surprised her. She was invisible to most men, especially the techies who worked at SKYWEB. They all came in to Uncommon Grounds with their heads buried in their devices, too lost in their string of code, or whatever else they were looking at, to notice they were being served by a real person.


    Hello, I function on sugar and caffeine, not binary code, or whatever it’s called.


    What ever happened to the art of conversation, an appreciation for ones environment? As an art history major at Washington State—who loved to paint and wanted to open her own gallery someday—she took great interest in nature and the beauty of her setting.


    Speaking of beauty…


    She stole a quick glance at Parker’s dark suit and broad shoulders as he circled the front of the vehicle. Her gaze moved to his midnight hair, cut short around his ears, then dipped lower to take in a firm, square jaw that he clenched whenever he was angry—and he always seemed angry about something or other. Did he even know he did that? She examined his clean-shaven face—the only soft thing about him—and linked her fingers together as they itched to touch.


    Seattle’s most eligible bachelor.


    Not that she cared. Stuckup, arrogant men weren’t her type. Not that she had a type. She didn’t. She was too busy trying to keep afloat, to make it on her own, and the last thing she wanted was to get mixed up with some overbearing man who thought he could run the show, only to dump her and leave her with nothing.


    Parker continued to circle the car. Maybe she should slide into the driver’s seat and run him over. As that evil idea danced in her head, she glanced at the ignition. Where the hell were the keys?


    Stuck-Up-Suit stopped when he reached her door. Shit. She’d been so caught up that she hadn’t realized what he was doing. Dammit, she was more than capable of opening her own door and would have done just that had she known where the handle was located.


    Stupid car.


    Stupid Parker.


    A cool gust rushed over her body as her door swung open, and he held his hand out for her. At least he wasn’t scooping her up into those big, strong arms of his.


    Big, strong arms?


    What the hell? She hated this guy—long before he ran her over. She shifted in her seat, and once again the world tilted on its axis. Okay, so maybe she did have a concussion. Not that she wanted Parker to know. If he so much as got a hint of her dizziness, she’d no doubt find herself back in his arms.


    Would that be such a bad thing?


    Hell, yes!


    She didn’t want any contact with him.


    He held his hand out, and she ignored it.


    “I don’t need your help. You’ve done enough.”


    He glared at her. “Humor me.”


    “Parker—”


    “Take my hand, or I’m going to carry you.”


    She huffed, and even though she wanted to ignore his outstretched arm and climb out on her own volition, she reluctantly took it. Better to swallow her pride than to do a face plant on the sidewalk—or find herself wrapped up in him again.


    That would be the worst.


    Or not.


    What the hell?


    Callused hands closed over hers, and the flash of heat was instantaneous. Cripes. Her nipples swelled beneath the ugly cotton shirt management forced the employees to wear, and she prayed to God he hadn’t noticed. Although she’d just bet a guy like him never missed a thing—especially a woman’s arousal.


    “Thanks,” she mumbled. As soon as her feet hit the sidewalk, she pulled her hand away and crossed her arms over her chest to hide her body’s reaction.


    “You okay?” Parker asked. “Still dizzy?”


    “Fine,” she lied, the pounding in her head making it harder and harder to put one foot in front of the other. Despite the fib, he slipped his arm around her waist to guide her inside the electronic double door, and it was clear he was on to her. Once inside, he led her to the busy waiting room. She glanced around to take in all the people who needed attention far more than she did. This was going to take hours she didn’t have.


    Parker stepped up to the counter and exchanged words with the nurse on duty. Curious glances were cast her way, raking over the ugly brown server uniform that let everyone know she was a barista, when he came back and crouched in front of her. No doubt they were wondering what right a waitress had to be associating with a hot billionaire like him.


    He handed her a clipboard. “I put in all my insurance information. I need you to fill out the rest.” She took it from him and looked it over. “I’m going to run and check on my mother. You’ll be all right?”


    Tenacious, she lifted her chin. “I’ll be fine.”


    “Of course you will be,” he said, lips pinched as he shook his head.


    She smirked at him as he stood, and his hand slowed as he scrubbed his jaw, his gaze locked on hers. She knew what he was thinking. The second he left she was going to bolt. Smart man. She would have been gone as soon as he turned his back—if the room wasn’t upside down. She pinched her eyes shut, and tried to focus on the paper.


    “Maybe I should fill this out for you.”


    “I’ve got it, Parker.” She waved him away and zeroed in on the words. “Go check on your mom.”


    He hesitated for a moment. “Okay. And I’m really sorry. If there’s any way I can make it up to you…”


    Her gaze shot to his at the sincerity in his voice, and when she caught the tenderness in his eyes as he stared back, she softened. Maybe he wasn’t such a complete ass.


    “It’s okay. Go see your mom.”


    She watched him as he left. So did every other single woman in the room, and some not so single ones. Whispers reached her ears, but she ignored them and tried to focus. With blurry eyes, she filled in the blanks as best she could, then let her lids flutter shut, preparing herself for the long wait.


    “Layla,” the triage nurse called.


    She blinked and stood on wobbly legs. The nurse rushed up to her and hooked her arm around her waist. “Mr. Braxton says you might have a concussion.”


    “Yeah,” she said. “I fell.”


    “Okay, let’s get you looked at.”


    She led her to a small room and took her vitals, then told her to stay put. Layla hadn’t been to the emergency room in years, but she was pretty certain that she was supposed to go back to the waiting room. When the doctor showed up, and she was bumped to the top of the waiting list, understanding dawned. Parker had pull. Big time. Still, it wasn’t in her nature to push ahead of everyone else.


    “How are we today?” the elderly man with kind eyes and graying hair asked. He gestured toward the examination table. “Please have a seat up here for me.”


    “A little bumped up,” she said, instantly liking him. Layla never knew her father, but as a child she’d dreamed of one day having a dad again. When she envisioned him, he wasn’t all that different from the soft-spoken man examining her.


    “I can see that.” He checked her knees, inspected her knuckles, then turned her hands over. “Scraped, but no stitches needed.”


    “Good.” She averted her eyes, not wanting to see the blood.


    He set her hands on her thighs, his gaze going to hers. “You don’t like needles?” he asked.


    “Only sewing needles, and even then from a distance.”


    He laughed at that, pulled a slender penlight from his coat pocket, and shone it in each eye, flicking it back and forth. “Headache?”


    She was about to nod but remembered what happened last time. “Yes, and dizzy.”


    “Double vision?”


    “That, too.”


    “Feeling nauseous?”


    Her hand closed over her stomach. “Tumbling like an acrobat on speed.” But that could be attributed to the donut that doubled as her breakfast and lunch. A big, custard-filled pasty on an empty stomach washed down with a dark brew would make anyone sick. But beggars couldn’t be choosers, right? Every cent she made went in to paying for her upcoming winter semester and rent, which she was late on once again. Food was secondary at this point.


    He spent a few more seconds checking her eyes, then tucked the pen back into his white coat pocket. “Looks like you have a concussion.”


    Shit, that was the last thing she wanted to hear. “And that means…”


    “You have to rest.”


    “For how long?”


    “Recovery could be as quick as a few hours, or as long as a few weeks.”


    “I don’t have weeks. Exams are coming up. I can’t miss classes.” Plus, she needed to work extra hours to get caught up on her rent. She kept that to herself, because he didn’t need to know.


    He nodded and focused on her chart. “You need to spend the next few hours resting, Layla. Can you at least do that?”


    “Okay,” she said to appease him. But as soon as she was discharged, she was headed straight to campus.


    He studied her, those astute blue eyes moving over her face, before his focus returned to her chart. His pen flew across the paper as he wrote something, but she couldn’t see what it was. “I see Mr. Braxton brought you in. Will he be taking you home?”


    “No,” she said, a little too quickly. She produced her phone from her back pocket. “I mean, I’m going to call my friend.” She really didn’t have anyone to call—her best friend Andi, who also worked at the coffee shop—didn’t have a car. That, and she was in Bellevue visiting with her mother today. Normally she wasn’t prone to lying, but today it was necessary, otherwise she’d find herself in Parker’s car again. Or his arms. Not going to happen.


    “Will she be able to spend the night with you? I think it would be in your best interest.”


    “For sure.” Liar, liar. She glanced down, expecting her pants, or rather skirt, to go up in flames.


    “Okay, I’ll send the nurse back in to get you cleaned and bandaged.”


    “Thank you.”


    He touched her shoulder, a gentle, caring squeeze. “Be sure to rest, Layla.”


    “I will.” Not.


    A few minutes later, the nurse arrived. Long ponytail bobbing, she bounced into the room, tray in hand. Layla glanced at her nametag. Brittany. They appeared to be about the same age.


    “Do you want to lie down while I do this?” Brittany asked, dropping the tray on the desk and reaching for the antiseptic.


    “No, I’m fine.” She just wanted this done and over with.


    Brittany soaked a cotton ball and tended to her wounds, cleaning them and covering the cuts with gauze and bandages. She tried to engage Layla in conversation, but the more she talked, the worse Layla’s head felt. She briefly closed her eyes, but the room started spinning. Feeling off balance, she gripped the sides of the bed and swayed.


    The nurse put her hands on her Layla’s shoulders. “Whoa, you okay?”


    “I will be,” she said.


    Stupid concussion.


    Stupid Parker.


    “You do have someone picking you up, right?”


    “Yeah.” A bus.


    “I’m going to use the wheelchair to take you out of here.” Layla was about to protest when Nurse Brittany said, “You don’t want to risk a fall.”


    It was true. She didn’t. That would only slow her down, and truthfully she wanted to be gone before Parker finished visiting his mother.


    She sat quietly while Brittany fetched a wheelchair, and when she came back, she helped ease Layla into it. With her head down, hair covering her face—she so did not like drawing attention to herself—Brittany wheeled her to the exit.


    “I’ll wait here until your friend comes.”


    “No, that’s fine.” A bit panicked—and slightly embarrassed that she really didn’t have anyone other than her best friend Andi to call—she scanned the vehicles lining the street. “I see her.” Layla raised her hand and waved to some strange woman putting money into her meter. The woman stilled, gazing back at Layla, like they just released her from the crazy ward. She pushed from the chair and stood, trying her hardest to keep her balance. “I feel much better. Thanks so much.”


    Brittany hesitated for a moment, but Layla walked away. The sound of the wheelchair being rolled back into the hospital gave her a measure of relief. Once Brittany was gone, she turned and made her way to the bus stop. She pulled her bus pass from her purse and squeezed onto the already full bench. She had no idea what time it was, or how long it was going to take for the bus to come. She reached for her phone to check, but the sound of tires squealing a few feet away stilled her. What the hell?


    Slowly lifting her head to keep herself from getting dizzy, she spotted Parker’s Tesla doing a U-turn in the street. Oh, crap. Now what? He pulled up in front of her, stopped his car in the bus lane, and climbed out.


    “You can’t park there,” she said, as all eyes turned to Parker, except hers. Maybe if she ignored him, he’d go away.


    “What do you think you’re doing?”


    She lifted her chin, but the second her gaze met his, desire bombarded her and evoked a myriad of sinful thoughts. Honest to God, how could he do that to her with just a simple look. She was a virgin for crying out loud and didn’t go around fantasizing about hotheaded guys who thought they could tell her what to do. Well, at least she didn’t before today. Had to be the concussion.


    “I could ask you the same,” she shot back, nudging his temper on purpose. Perhaps if he was really mad, he wouldn’t notice the effect he had on her.


    “I thought you said you had ride home.”


    “I do.” Starching her spine, she glanced past his body and down the street. “Should be here any minute.”


    He clenched his jaw like he always did when pissed off and mumbled curses under his breath. “You said you had a friend picking you up.”


    “The bus driver and I go way back. I like him a lot. He never once ran over me.”


    Way to poke the bear, Layla.


    He took a step toward her. “You’re coming with me.”


    Chatter erupted around her as everyone watched Parker cause a scene. What the hell was wrong with this guy? All she wanted was to be left alone. “I am not coming with you.”


    “Yeah, you are,” he said.


    Clearly no one ever said ‘no’ to this man. “No, I’m….”


    Her protest died on her lips when he scooped her up and carried her to his car. Why does he keep touching me?


    “I could use some help here,” she said to the crowd. “I’m being kidnapped.”


    Not one person came to her aid as he carried her off. Were they all afraid of Parker Braxton? Well, she sure as hell wasn’t.


    “Put me down.” Even though she was fuming, her hands snaked around his neck to hold on when what she really should be doing was giving him a good throat punch. She’d watched numerous self-defense videos. She could do it if she wanted to.


    So why wasn’t she doing it?


    He opened the door, set her on the seat, and shut it tight. She immediately went in search of the elusive door handle. Jesus, she hated this car. Parker slid into the driver’s side, and she sucked in a breath, hating how his presence overwhelmed her, how freaking good he smelled.


    “Your books are in the back seat,” was all he said as she struggled to get out.


    Her hand stilled. Right. She’d forgotten all about them. She clearly wasn’t thinking straight. She turned to reach for them, and he put his hand on hers to stop her. A warm palm closed over one wrist, and her entire body lit up like a Christmas tree. She sucked in a breath. All righty then.


    “Leave them for now.”


    She snatched her hand back. “Fine.”


    “The doctor said you have a concussion and that you needed someone to spend the night with you.”


    “You were checking on me?”


    “Yes,” he said, unapologetically. “I told you; you’re my responsibility.”


    “I’m not—”


    “Do you have a friend to stay with you?” The muscles along his jaw rippled as he put the car into drive. He pulled into traffic and retraced the route he’d taken to get to the hospital. At least he was taking her back to her campus.


    “Yes,” she lied.


    “Would this be the same friend who was picking you up? Your bus driver?”


    She glared at him. “I have more than one friend, you know.”


    He cast a quick glance her way, and when his eyes locked on hers, she was almost certain her ovaries were about to explode. Good Lord. She needed to get sex off her mind, a difficult task considering she was sitting next to the hottest guy on the planet, the same guy who had a different socialite on his arm every week.


    As they neared her campus, he took a left instead of a right. “What are you doing?”


    “Taking you home.”


    Unease cramped her stomach. “How do you know where I live?” He arched a brow, and she rolled her eyes. “Of course, you looked at my chart. Is nothing off limits to you?”


    “No.”


    As they approached the run-down basement apartment she lived in, she darted a quick glance around. “Pull over.”


    “Why?”


    “I just want to get out here.”


    “I’m not letting you out here. I’m taking you to your apartment.” He slowed and crept into the cracked and pitted driveway, and stared at the run-down house before him. “This is where you live?”


    “That’s what it said on the chart you snooped in wasn’t it?” she said, hating that she felt embarrassed. The man was a billionaire who was used to luxury, and she could only imagine what was going through his head, what he’d think about the ugly building she lived in. She waited for some nasty comment about her living conditions.


    “Fine,” was all he said, no mention of it at all, and for that she was grateful. “I’m going to see you in, and I’m staying until your friend arrives.”


    Panic clutched her throat. “You don’t have to do that.” He was already out of the car collecting the textbooks from the back before she could finish protesting. He came around the car, opened the passenger side door, and helped her out.


    He slid his arm around her waist when she stood, and honest to God it felt nice to be held by him. Still, she should protest. “I’m fine you know,” she said. Too bad the objection was a ridiculously feeble one.


    Well done, Layla.


    “So you’re a doctor now?”


    “Yeah, I am. Didn’t you look at those textbooks? I’m in medical school,” she said, shooting the lie back quickly.


    He shook his head, and she smirked at him, but the smile fell from her face when he tightened his grip around her waist, pulling her close, too close. His nearness and hardness nearly took the fight right out of her.


    Breathe, Layla, breathe.


    She fished the key from her bag and opened her door. He stepped in, and stood for a second, like he was trying to get his bearings.


    “I need to go to the bathroom,” she said, pushing away from him. She didn’t. Not really. But she needed a reprieve from the overbearing man who, without even trying, had her nipples tightening, and the spot between her legs stirring to life. She’d been so busy working and going to school, men were not on her radar. But Parker, well he wasn’t an ordinary man. No, he infuriated the living hell out of her, yet at the same time had all her erogenous zones tingling.


    She darted to the bathroom and splashed some cold water on her face. As she blotted it dry, a bang came from the kitchen. Was he going through her cupboard—her very empty cupboards? Goddamn him. Tossing the towel aside, she hurried back down the narrow hall and found Parker sitting at her wobbly kitchen chair, a troubled look on his face.


    His head lifted slowly, those intelligent blue eyes trained on her face. “I need you to tell me the truth, Layla.”


    “About what?”


    “Do you or do you not have a friend coming to stay with you?”


    “Parker—”


    “Family?”


    “Look—” she began, but before she could say anything else he was on his feet and storming down the hall.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Getting your clothes.”


    “My clothes?” she said. What the hell was he talking about? “Why are you getting my clothes?”


    “Because you’re coming home with me.”


    She stood there for one shocked moment, then rushed down the hall after him, nearly falling as lightheadedness overcame her. “Like hell I am.” She gripped the doorframe and focused on the bossy man dominating her small bedroom. When she found him digging through her dresser drawers and filling one of her tote bags with her clothes—correction, her panties—a rush of anger burned though her body.


    The nerve of him!


    “I am not going anywhere with you.”


    He slammed a drawer shut. “Fine, I’ll stay here with you.”


    Panic raced through her. Hell, she couldn’t have that. She was hiding out from her landlord until she got paid, and if he spotted Parker’s very expensive car in the driveway, he’d be at her door. He’d already given her an extension, but she still didn’t have the money to pay him, and she didn’t want Parker witnessing that embarrassing exchange. Dammit. She needed him to leave. Now.


    “You are not staying here.”


    “Then get what you need from the bathroom,” he said.


    Was he freaking serious?


    “No.”


    “Fine, don’t. I’ll just buy what you need.”


    Oh my God, this was so not happening.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Parker had no idea what he was doing. What the hell was he thinking inviting her to his home? He had work to do, meetings to attend, but the second he’d seen her sitting there at the bus stop, those big brown eyes searching for something on her phone, he was done for. Totally fucking done for. Before he even realized what he was doing, he’d spun his car around, and now here he stood, in her sparse, neglected apartment, sparring with this little mite of a woman who had her hands planted on her hips. She was infuriating as hell, but Jesus, she was sexy when she was mad. The fire in her eyes, combined with the way she puckered those lush pink lips was just about the hottest thing he’d ever seen.


    “What are you smirking about?” she yelled at him.


    He wiped his expression clean, as well as the lust from his brain. “Nothing, now get your stuff together.”


    “You know you’re an ass, right?”


    “An ass? Really? That’s all you got?” He laughed. “Hurry up. I have things to do.”


    “If this is some weird gesture so I don’t sue you, you can relax.” Guys like him cared about money, not people, of that she was sure. “I have no intention of bringing charges against you. I’m sure you didn’t hit me on purpose, right?”


    “Of course I didn’t,” he said. “Now move.”


    She poked his chest. “I am not leaving, and there is nothing you can do or say to make me. Got it?”


    He briefly pinched the bridge of his nose. He so did not have time for this today. “You need someone to stay with you tonight. You’re lying about your friend, and that leaves me with no choice but to take you to my place. You clearly don’t want me staying here, judging by the panic that spread across your face when I suggested it.” He gave her a minute to refute that, but she just stood there glaring up at him. Jesus, at least they were in her bedroom and not her kitchen where she had access to sharp objects. He exhaled sharply. “Fine, then. If you can produce this friend in the next five minutes, I’ll back off.”


    She frowned and averted her eyes, counting the pit marks on her scuffed wood floor. “I…she.”


    He stuffed all he could fit into her bag and zipped it. “That’s what I thought.”


    She rooted her feet. “You’re a bully.”


    “Yeah, and if you don’t turn around, walk down that hall, and get in my car, I’m going to put you over my shoulder and carry you.”


    Her eyes widened, heat flashing inside them. Heat? What the fuck? He scrubbed his chin. Dammit, did the idea of being in his arms again excite her? Shit, he sure as hell hoped not. He wouldn’t be able to handle it if she wanted him like he did her. Control was something he prided himself on having, but with Layla, he felt like he was climbing a gym class rope that had just been rubbed down with Vaseline. He could put every ounce of effort into it, but it wouldn’t get him anywhere.


    She folded her arms. “You wouldn’t.”


    “Try me.”


    Cursing under her breath, she spun around and stomped down the hall. He followed her, keeping his eyes on the door, and off the soft, sensuous sway to her hips. He was about to ask about her winter coat when her knees faltered. Her hands flew to the wall in a feeble effort to balance herself.


    “Shit, Layla.” Moving swiftly, he grabbed her around the waist and pulled her back to his chest, a rush of tenderness overcoming him as he held her securely. “You’re really not okay,” he whispered in her ear, and her body shook against his. And that scared him. A whole hell of a lot.


    She went perfectly still and took deep breaths, letting him hold her for a long moment, then in a quiet, barely audible voice said, “Just one night, Parker, then you take me home.”


    “One night,” he agreed, pretty sure that’s all he could handle. Otherwise he just might act on his urges, and with a sweet and innocent girl like her, that would be so fucking wrong.


    “I’ll need my books.”


    “You won’t be able—”


    “I need to study.”


    “All right.” He helped her to the kitchen and found a light coat by her door, hardly enough to keep her warm as winter approached. He snatched it from the hook and draped it over her tiny shoulders.


    “Why don’t you have a winter coat?”


    She pulled her hair from her shoulders and slipped into the coat. The jasmine scent of her shampoo reached his nostrils. “I gave it away.”


    “Why the hell would you give it away? Seattle is cold and damp in the winter.”


    “I just did, okay?”


    Clearly, she wasn’t going to tell him, and he shut his mouth rather than pushing. Arguing with her was like installing a peephole in a glass door—pointless. “Come on.” He held her to him and led her back to his car. Before he shut the door, he pointed to the handle.


    “That’s a stupid place to put a door handle,” she said, and he couldn’t help but shake his head at her.


    “Just don’t jump from the car before it’s stopped, and let me help you in and out.” She was about to protest, but he arched a brow, and said, “You agreed to let me take care of you for the next twenty-four hours, and that includes me helping you in and out of the car.”


    “Fine.” She folded her hands on her lap and stared out the front window as he tossed her bag and books into the back seat, crossed the back of the car, and slid in beside her.


    She sat there fuming as he drove, and unable to handle it anymore, he decided to engage her in conversation.


    ‘What are you studying?”


    “Art history,” she mumbled, but there was a hint of pride and excitement in her voice.


    “Wow, that must be hard to balance with medical school,” he teased. She snarled at him, and he couldn’t help but grin. “Tell me more about your degree. It sounds fascinating.”


    She stared for a second, like she was trying to figure out if he was mocking her or not, then broke into conversation. She smiled as she talked, the first one he’d ever seen on her face, and wow. It lit up the entire car, as well as other parts of his body. She really was breathtaking, and he listened carefully as she talked about her classes. He pulled onto the highway and remembered the paintings on her wall.


    “Those paintings at your place, are they yours?”


    A sheepish look came over her face. “Yeah, I don’t really show them or anything.”


    “They’re beautiful,” he stated. “They should be in an art gallery.”


    She rolled one shoulder. “You’re just saying that.”


    “Like hell I am. Don’t worry, when you get to know me, you’ll see I tell it like it is.” Wait, what was he saying? They had no plans to get to know each other. He was taking care of her until she recovered. That was it.


    “So you’re candid?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Interesting.”


    “What’s so interesting about that?”


    “It’s not the word I’d use to describe you, is all.”


    He shot a glance her way, and when he caught her small grin, he laughed. “Apparently, the junior software developers in my division keep a list of names at the office.”


    “Really? Where can I get a hold of it? I’d like to add a few of my own.”


    He turned the radio down and pulled off the highway. “Art major, doctor, and comedian. Impressive. Tell me more about your paintings.”


    “Someday I’d like to own my own gallery.” She gave a noncommittal shrug. “Maybe I’ll hang them then.”


    Thanks to light traffic, he made it to his place in less than half an hour. He pulled the car into the garage of the steel and glass high-rise building and killed the engine.


    “So this is where you live.”


    “This is where I park my car.” He pointed upward. “I live upstairs.”


    She crinkled her nose at him and opened her door. “Now who’s the funny one?”


    He touched her arm. “Wait.”


    She folded her arms like a damn petulant child and huffed. “You run me over, then kidnap me, and now you won’t let me out of this stupid car with the stupid door handle.”


    “My car is not stupid.”


    She blinked long lashes over innocent eyes. “You’re right. My mistake.”


    The slow smirk playing with the corners of her mouth alluded to the fact that the car wasn’t stupid, he was.


    “Jesus, that mouth of yours,” Parker mumbled as he slid from his seat and hurried to her side. He closed the door and leaned her against it as he retrieved her books and bag. He pressed his fob to lock the door, slid his arms around her waist, and led her to the elevator a few steps away. Surprise lit her eyes when the doors widened and the elevator operator stepped out.


    “Gregory, this is Layla. She’ll be staying with me for a bit.”


    She held her finger up. “One day,” she said quickly, correcting Parker.


    Parker ground his teeth together. “Please give her full access to the building. Anything she needs.”


    “Yes, sir, Mr. Braxton, anything you need.”


    “Thanks.”


    Gregory put his key into the penthouse slot, and Layla sank against the back wall as the elevator took them to the top floor. The doors opened to his wide expanse of living room overlooking the water.


    He gestured for her to step off, afraid she just might ride back down again once he exited. She carefully pushed off the wall.


    “Thanks, Gregory,” she said and gave him big smile. Parker scoffed. Christ, she never smiled at him like that. Then again, Gregory hadn’t run her over.


    Her footsteps slowed, became more tentative as she entered his suite. She glanced around, taking it all in, and he momentarily put himself in her shoes, seeing his place from her eyes. Massive. Professionally decorated and painted in a pallet of subtle grays. Sterile. Extravagant. Far too much space for one person.


    “Wow,” she finally said. “What a place.” She walked up to the floor-to-ceiling window and looked out over the water. “Gorgeous, and so quiet.”


    She turned to him, her skin a little paler than before. Either she was afraid of heights, or her condition was worsening. “Do you have any pets?”


    “No.” He didn’t do pets, not since he found a stray kitten and took him home. The vet nursed the poor guy back to health, only for him to die at the foot of Parker’s bed a month later. Losing Chester like that fucking broke his heart.


    “I’m not allowed pets, either.”


    “I’m allowed pets. I just don’t want them.”


    That statement seemed to disgust her. “How long have you lived here?”


    “Not long. Why don’t I show you to your room.”


    “I can find it myself.”


    “Layla—”


    “Fine.”


    She grinned, and he shook his head. She was pushing back on purpose, of that much he was sure. He tossed her stack of books onto his dining room table, one he never used, hiked her duffle bag over his shoulder, and guided her down the long hall. They passed his room, and she slowed to peek in. The house cleaner had been by already, and the place was immaculate.


    They entered her bedroom, and she just stood there for a moment taking in the view of the water. “Nice.”


    “You’ll be okay in here?”


    “Okay? I could live in this space.” She widened her arms. “It’s bigger than my entire apartment.”


    “So that’s a yes.” He stepped up to the queen-size bed and dropped her bag on it. “I…” His words fell off as she settled herself on the bedding and spread her arms and legs like she was about to make snow angels, but the position and mussed sheets didn’t really bring angelic thoughts to mind. Just the opposite, in fact. Why again had he thought it was a good idea to bring her here?


    Fuck me.


    “It’s so soft,” she said, rolling onto her side, her long hair spilling over his pillow.


    Soft? Nope, not really.


    “If I had a bed like this, I’d never get out of it.”


    He could relate. If he had a girl like her in that bed, he’d never get out of it, either.


    Jesus, get it together, asshole. She’s here for one night—because you ran her over—and not only is she’s totally off limits, she doesn’t appear to like you much.


    “I’ll leave you here to get comfortable.” He tugged on his tie, resisting the urge to tighten the bedspread over the corners as she messed it up, and was about to leave when her voice stopped him.


    “Um, you wouldn’t mind if I had a bath, would you?”


    “What about your cuts?”


    “I can re-bandage.” She frowned. “You do you have bandages, don’t you?”


    “Yeah,” he said, even though he didn’t. But by the time she finished her bath, he’d have everything she needed and then some.


    He was about to leave again when his stomach grumbled, a reminder that he’d been so worried about his mother and Layla, he hadn’t eaten lunch. “Are you hungry?”


    “I’m okay,” she said, the lie easily spilling from her mouth. He’d seen her cupboards. A few stale crackers and freeze-dried soup in a box.


    “I’m starving. How about some Chinese takeout? Anything in particular you like?”


    Her eyes went wide—clearly Chinese takeout was a luxury that wasn’t hers—then she schooled her feathers. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to eat. I’m still feeling a bit queasy from the concussion.” She pulled her phone from her pocket, put it on the nightstand, then opened her bag. Dumping it upside down, she poured the contents on her bed, her clothes scattering as she rooted through them. His fingers curled. Parker liked everything organized, and Layla was already throwing his serene space into chaos.


    “I’ll just order a bunch of things, and maybe something will appeal to you.”


    She examined her mess of clothes and frowned. “What’s wrong?” he asked.


    “I don’t have any pajamas.” She waved her hands. “That’s okay. I’ll figure out something.”


    “Hang on.” He went to his room and pulled open his closet door. Thirty or more white shirts all spaced close to an inch apart hung from white hangers. He tugged one off, grabbed a pair of brand new warm wool socks from his dresser, an unused gift from his mother, and snatched a pair of his cotton workout sweats that tied at the waist. They’d be huge on her, but they’d be warm and comfortable. Plus, she could slip out of them when she crawled into bed.


    The image of her in his shirt and nothing else, all snuggled up in the room beside his raced through his mind. Shit.


    Pushing that from his thoughts, he retraced his steps and found her sitting on her bed waiting for him. “Here, tomorrow we’ll get you new clothes.”


    “I’m leaving tomorrow,” she reminded him.


    “Right, okay.” Why did he keep forgetting that? He paused for a moment and looked her over. “Are you sure you should have a bath? What if you get dizzy?”


    “I really need one.” She ran her fingers over the sweatpants he gave her. “I guess I could always leave the door cracked. If I need you, I’ll call.”


    “Okay,” he said, and nearly bit off his tongue. He’d be fucking done for if he had to scoop her out of the tub wet and naked and tuck her into her bed.


    “I’ll stay close,” he said, trying not to sound like he’d just taken sandpaper to his throat. He crooked two fingers. “At least let me show you where the bathroom is, and help you run the bath.” She stood and followed him back down the hall. He flicked the light on and stepped in. Towels were folded nearby on the shelving unit, and he reached for a big one.


    She took the cotton and brushed it over her face. A small smile touched her mouth. “Mmmm,” she murmured. Would she make those same sexy sounds in bed when he was between her legs? Fuck. “How do you get them so fluffy?”


    “Cleaning service,” he bit out a little too harshly. He started the tub and held his hand under until he got the temperature just right.


    She looked around, her gaze cataloging the big bathroom, then she met his glance as he sat on the edge of the big whirlpool tub. “You wouldn’t happen to have any bath salts would you?”


    “Do I look like the kind of guy who uses bath salts, Layla?”


    “No, not really, but I thought maybe one of your girlfriends—”


    “No bath salts,” he said again, making a mental note to add it to the list of things he needed. And as far as girlfriends went, he never brought a woman to his place. That somehow made it personal, and he avoided those intimacies at all costs. It wasn’t just the bachelor pact he kept in his back pocket to remind him that everyone wanted something from him. He was anti-marriage long before that. He had his parents to thank for his jaded views on love, relationships, and…manipulation. Christ, his own mother trapped his father by getting pregnant with him. They were separated now but still making each other miserable.


    So yeah, sex at a hotel was much less personal, and no woman had complained yet, especially when they went to Seattle’s finest and champagne and caviar was involved.


    “Layla?”


    “Yeah?”


    “Do you like caviar?” he asked.


    Why the hell am I asking her that?


    “Uh, not really,” she said. “Wait. Why? Have you changed your mind on the Chinese takeout?”


    “No.” He raked his hand through is hair. “What kind of soda do you like?”


    “Anything at all.” She shrugged. “I’m easy.”


    I’m easy.


    Oh Jesus.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    A noise sounded in the hallway, and Layla stilled, the water settling around her naked body. She lifted slightly, and when a dark figure passed, and a closet door opened and closed, she sank back into the water. She had no idea how long she’d been luxuriating in the big Jacuzzi tub, but from the wrinkling of her fingers, she guessed it was time to get out.


    She was about to reach for the plug when a shadow passed in the hallway. A soft knock inched her door open even more. “Layla?”


    She sank deeper into the water and wished she’d had some bubbles to cover her nakedness. If he wanted to see her, no doubt he could. “Yeah.”


    “You okay in there?” he asked, real concern in his voice.


    Water splashed as she sat upright. “Just getting out now.”


    “Okay, Gregory called, and the food is on its way up.”


    Talk about service. A girl could get used to this kind of luxury. But she was only here for one night. By rights, she shouldn’t have agreed to stay, but she couldn’t let him hunker down at her place, either, and risk her landlord showing up. Plus, she had a hard time saying no to Parker. Or rather he wouldn’t let her say no. Damn bully.


    “Coming now.”


    She pulled the plug and reached for the big, fluffy towel, bringing it to her nose to inhale the fabric softener. While one part of her didn’t want to be here with the arrogant, but oh-so-hot guy, there was another part of her that was intrigued by him, his sterile house, and the way he felt responsible for her. She mulled that over for a moment, along with everything she knew about him, and a delicious idea formed in the back of her mind.


    Pay him back for always ignoring you.


    Okay, so maybe if he was forcing her to be here, she could use the time to annoy him, and make it impossible for him to overlook her. Really get under his skin before she left bright and early tomorrow morning while he still slept.


    Game on.


    She slipped from the tub, patted herself dry, and pulled on the shirt. Fresh laundry soap, and something else—rich and decadent—filled her senses. Her fingers worked the buttons all the way to her knees, as she did a slow turn to give herself a once-over in the mirror. The shirt was white and a little on the thin side, but not see-through. If she had bigger boobs that curved the cotton, she might be concerned with a bra. But she didn’t, so she wasn’t going to bother.


    Besides, she wasn’t interested in getting involved with Parker, and she was hardly the kind of glamorous, big-breasted woman who could be found on his arm. She’d rather be flat-chested than pump herself full of crap just so some guy could get off on her boobs. Like she would ever change for some man. A laugh crawled out of her throat.


    “Layla, everything okay?”


    She covered her mouth to stifle the sound. Once she had herself together, she yelled, “I’ll be right out.”


    As she searched for a brush, the elevator pinged from the other room. After a quick check at the door to make sure Parker wasn’t standing there, she slowly opened his top right drawer. Why did she feel like she was doing something naughty? She was only looking for a brush, for God’s sake, and since he didn’t pack a comb in her bag—her fault for not getting her bathroom things, but still—she had no choice but to borrow one of his.


    Back at her place, her drawers were clunky and barely stayed on the rails, and she had to tug hard when opening them, but his slid open easily, smooth and slick like him. She almost laughed, until she saw the way his items were all lined up like obedient little soldiers, or junior software developers under his command. OCD much? She really would like to get hold of that list and add Stuck-Up-Suit to it.


    She grabbed his brush and ran it through her long hair, tugging out the knots. As she struggled with a particularly rebellious one, she winced and noticed his medicine cabinet wasn’t shut quite tight. Should she? She stole another quick glance at the door, a nervous sensation dancing around in her stomach. Looking for his brush was one thing, but going through his medicine cabinet was just plain snooping. And wrong. Then again he’d looked over her files at the hospital, right? Invaded her privacy?


    Ran her over.


    Moving as quietly as possible, she gave a little flick to the corner, opening it a little more. Oops. What would she find inside? A box of condoms? Ointment for some rash that stumped a team of doctors? Inside, she found a bottle of aspirin and allergy medication. How anticlimactic. She at least expected to find a spare toothbrush for one of his girlfriends. Then again this was the spare bathroom. He probably kept all his personal stuff in the one off his massive bedroom.


    “Layla.”


    Parker’s voice was right outside the door, and she jumped back. She quickly shut the cabinet, and it hit with a hard thud as the bathroom door inched open. When her gaze met with a set of intense eyes, her pulse leapt. She blinked at him, trying to pull off innocence.


    “You didn’t answer. I was worried,” he said.


    “I’m okay. Getting kind of hungry actually,” she said, trying to distract him as his gaze went from the medicine cabinet to her—her bare legs specifically.


    “Ah, your cuts. Did you want to bandage them first?”


    “No, they’re not bleeding, so let’s eat. I can do them later.” She grabbed the sweatpants, tugged them on, and tied them snug at her waist. The soft wool socks were still in their paper packaging, so she opened them and pulled them on. She wiggled her toes, and that’s when she realized Parker was still standing at the door watching her.


    “These are nice and comfy.”


    He scrubbed his chin. “Ah, good.”


    Plastering on an innocent smile—like she hadn’t been snooping through his things—she shook her hair from her shoulders and walked toward him.


    “Mmm, smells good,” she said as she followed him to the kitchen, finding enough take out to feed an entire army.


    “I wasn’t sure what you liked,” he said.


    She widened her arms. “So you ordered everything on the menu?”


    He shrugged and reached for a can of soda. He held it up. “This kind okay?”


    “Perfect. Where are your glasses?”


    He scanned the dark wood cabinets in the kitchen. “Ah…”


    She peeked into the containers, checking out all the yummy food. “You don’t know?”


    “Of course I know. I just forgot. I don’t normally eat at home.” He reached into the cupboard, produced two glasses, and handed one to her. She stifled her laugh as he rooted for plates and utensils.


    When he finally found them, he set them on the kitchen island counter, and gestured for her to sit. She slid onto a plush leather stool but when she glimpsed her red, scraped knuckles, the room spun. She gripped the sides of the granite counter top and closed her eyes.


    “Whoa, you okay?”


    She slowly opened her lids and tried to regroup. “I wasn’t kidding when I said I don’t like the sight of blood.” She blinked and turned her gaze away from her knuckles.


    “Hang on.” Parker spun around and grabbed a paper bag near the sink. She examined the contents as he dumped them onto the counter in front of her, and her heart gave a little thump when she zeroed in on the bath salts. “Let’s bandage you up first.”


    She picked up the gauze and turned the unopened package over in her hand. “Did you just buy these?”


    “Yeah, give it here.”


    She handed it to him. “When? I didn’t hear you leave the apartment.”


    “The concierge. He did a delivery.”


    “Oh, okay. That was nice of him.”


    “His number is on the fridge. If you need anything at all and I’m not here, just call it okay.”


    “I hardly think that will happen. I’m out of here tomorrow.”


    “Right.” He took one of her hands in his, and she tried not to notice the size of them, or how hard he was trying to be gentle with her. She wasn’t a Barbie doll who could break for God’s sake, but the way he was trying to be tender made him look so damn adorable. Maybe she should cut him some slack.


    His brow furrowed as he examined them closer. “Did they put ointment on them at the hospital?” he asked.


    “Yeah.”


    He reached for the antibacterial cream, screwed the top off, and punched the opening. Big hands fumbled with the gauze. She flattened her hand on the countertop, and he put ointment on his finger and slowly applied it, rubbing light soft circles that generated heat deep inside her. Dammit. Her nipples puckered, and with her free hand, she tugged the shirt away from her body. He’d better not get the wrong idea. Her body might be reacting, but she didn’t want him. She didn’t even like him.


    “Sorry if it hurts.”


    “It’s okay. I’m kind of tough.”


    “You? Tough?”


    She straightened, taking offense. “Yeah.” She’d pretty much been on her own since her father left them at birth. Her mom checked out emotionally at the time, and eventually overdosed when she was only five. Layla briefly pinched her eyes shut. She never wanted to find herself uneducated, alone with a child, and penniless. After her mother’s death, she went to live with her grandmother, who wasn’t much of a caregiver and had developed early dementia. By the time she was a teen, she was the one working two jobs, taking care of her grandmother, and trying to save for school. There was no money left after her death. It all went in to paying back taxes on the house, and settling debt. “Are you saying I’m not?”


    “Hell no. The women I know would never pick themselves up and go to class after getting hit by a car. They’d milk it for months. You’re tougher than any of them, and most guys.”


    She smiled. “Thanks.”


    He angled his head and eyed her for a moment, staring at her like she was a string of code he was trying to figure out. “So you like being tough?”


    It was either that or curl up in the fetal position and feel sorry for herself. Since she wasn’t one to lament about her lot in life, or indulge in a pity party, she struggled along. Someday, once she got her degree, things would get better. She was sure of it.


    “It’s what gets me through the day,” she said. He picked up her hand again and wrapped the gauze all the way around, then reached for the tape. When he said nothing in response, she asked, “What gets you through the day?”


    “Grande Americano, extra shot,” he said flatly.


    She laughed at that, even though she didn’t doubt it. “Not one of those girls you mentioned earlier? You know, the ones who aren’t so tough.” Shit, as soon as the words left her mouth, she gulped air, trying to take them back. “I mean…” Why the hell would she ask that?


    “How’s that?” he asked, drawing her attention to her hand. Clearly he wasn’t about to answer her stupid question.


    “Good.”


    He crooked his finger. “Now the other,” he said, his voice a soft command.


    She lifted her hand from her lap and held it out. “Your food is going to get cold.”


    “That’s what microwaves are for.”


    “Microwaved egg rolls are nasty.”


    “Then I’ll eat yours.”


    “No way. Egg rolls are my favorite.”


    “Good thing I got ten of them.”


    “Ten? Are you insane?”


    His gaze lifted from her hand and slowly moved over her face. He leaned into her, his breath warm on her cheeks. “I’m beginning to believe so.” As they stared at each other, his eyes darkened, and his breathing seemed to change, become more labored. Her body responded to the intense gaze, and she shifted restlessly. As an unexpected burst of heat sizzled through her veins, her skin came alive. A tremor zinged through her, and she squeezed her legs shut. She’d once read a sexy book where the girl said her loins were on fire. She had no idea what that really meant until now.


    She opened her mouth, not sure what she was going to say, but then shut it again when his phone pinged. She let loose a breath, thankful for the distraction, and Parker blinked, like he was trying to snap himself back to attention as he reached into his pocket. Face completely sober now, he slid his finger across the phone.


    “This better be important.” A pause and then. “I told him the numbers didn’t add up.” He stepped away as he talked, and Layla could only hear muffled sounds as he barked into the phone. Yikes, she certainly wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of one of his rants. No wonder there was a list of names for him.


    As he talked, she divvied up the food. It was still hot enough that she didn’t have to nuke it in the microwave. She set the counter for two and even found some placemats in one of his pull-out cupboards, making it a little cozier. Her stomach grumbled as she waited for Parker to return, so she nibbled on the crunchy end of her egg roll. Delicious.


    Five minutes later, he stepped into the kitchen and stood there for a long time staring blankly at the room as he ran fingers through his hair, like the short strands were the source of his anger.


    “Um, you ready to eat?” she finally asked, breaking the quiet.


    His hand fell, and he nodded. “Yeah. Sorry about that.”


    “Everything okay?”


    “Yes,” he said, but the fine lines creasing his forehead told a different story. It wasn’t her business, so she wasn’t going to ask. He came around to her side of the counter and looked at her plate. Dark brows pulled together. “You waited for me?”


    “Of course.” When his frown deepened, she felt a little foolish. It’s not like they were on a date or anything, so she probably just should have eaten, but it didn’t feel right to go ahead without him. “You didn’t want me to?”


    “You didn’t… I just.” He shrugged. “Let’s eat.”


    They both reached for the plum sauce at the same time, and as his hand brushed hers, electrical jolts lit up her body. Good Lord, why was she reacting to him this way? He was a bully who annoyed the hell out of her and was the last thing she needed in her life. No way would she ever give her heart to a man, and risk him up and leaving with it. She’d let nothing distract her from her work or education. Paying her rent and getting her degree were the most important things in the world to her.


    He withdrew his hand. “Go ahead.”


    She grabbed the small plastic container and covered her egg roll and rice with the sauce, then handed it to him.


    “You put plum sauce on your rice?”


    “I like sweet things.”


    His eyes fixed on her mouth, and the muscles in his neck grew taut. “Yeah, me, too,” he said, tearing his gaze away. For a moment she wondered if he was talking about food or something else—something sexual. He licked his finger, and once again she squirmed. “Eat up,” he said, like he was dismissing her.


    Okay, being surrounded by luxury and more food than she could eat was clearly messing with her brain. Obviously, there was nothing sexual going on between them.


    Good, because she didn’t want that, either. Pushing all unwanted erotic thoughts of Parker to the back of her mind—where they belonged—she picked up her fork and dove in with enthusiasm. She couldn’t remember the last time she had Chinese takeout, or so much variety to choose from. Where the heck did she start? She nibbled on a rib and followed it with a big drink of her soda to wash it down. They sat in silence for a long time, and her thoughts strayed back to the hospital.


    “So your mom is going to be okay?” she asked.


    He exhaled sharply, his knee briefly touching hers under the counter. “Yeah.”


    She forked a heaping helping of rice into her mouth and looked at him. “Why do you say it like that?”


    “It’s just… Well, she’s okay, and I’m glad about that, but this is the third time this month I’ve been called to the ER.”


    “What do you think is going on?”


    “I hate to say this, Layla. It’s going to make me sound like a prick.”


    “Don’t worry about it.” She nudged him with her elbow. “I’m sure that name is already on the list.”


    He scoffed. “Fine. It’s just that every time I go see her, she starts in on me about settling down and my cousins upcoming Christmas Eve wedding in Maine.” He tapped his mound of rice with his fork and added, “I wonder if she’s faking it, you know? She’s been healthy her whole life, so I don’t really know what’s all of a sudden bringing this on. I’m not a doctor and feel pretty shitty saying this, but I just can’t shake the feeling that she’s up to something.” He took a bit of food, chewed, and then added, “Let’s just say she has ways of getting what she wants, and right now she wants me married.”


    “And that’s not something you want?”


    “Ever,” he said. “And she knows that.”


    “Then it does sound suspicious. What does your father think?”


    He laughed, but there was no humor behind it as he cut into his chicken ball. “I would ask him, but he’s in Fiji celebrating his fourth honeymoon with a girl about your age.”


    “Ouch.”


    “Technically, they’re not married. Neither he nor mom have signed the divorce papers for some reason.” He went quiet for a moment, briefly lost in thought, then flashed those bedroom blues eyes her way. “No way am I calling someone younger than me Mom,” he said, and she guessed he was trying to make light of a situation that really stung.


    With her stomach almost full, she slowed down and nibbled on a piece of broccoli. “Why does your mom keep bugging you about getting married? You’ve got lots of time. You’re only twenty-nine.”


    He arched an accusing brow. “How do you know that?”


    “You told me.”


    “Oh, right.”


    “Don’t worry, it’s not like I’m one of your groupies who hangs on every word written about you in that paper.” She held her hand up and ran it from left to right, like she was highlighting the latest headline. “Seattle’s most eligible bachelor.” His eyes narrowed, giving her a warning look, but he was obviously bothered by all the attention. Interesting, because causing a scene didn’t seem to bother him like it did her.


    “Mom wants me married for two reasons. One is grandkids, and two is to bring someone respectable to my cousin Grant’s wedding next month in Maine.”


    “She doesn’t think the girls you date are respectable?”


    He shrugged. “Guess not.”


    “You going alone then?”


    “Most likely. Which means a full-on interrogation.” He pressed his palm to his forehead. “Christ, I am so not looking forward to that.”


    She chuckled.


    “What?”


    “I don’t know. I guess you seem so hard-assed with everyone else, not the kind of guy to take crap from anyone, yet your mom really gets to you.”


    “Mothers, right?”


    Her stomach squeezed, missing hers so very much. But she wasn’t about to tell him that. “Right.”


    “I wish I could bail, but Grant and I used to be close when we were kids.”


    She looked at all the untouched containers of food as she recalled the tourism commercials for Maine. “I’ve never been to Maine.”


    “Lucky you.”


    She laughed. “That bad, huh?”


    “Not if you like skiing and outdoor activities.”


    ‘”You don’t?”


    “I just don’t have time for it anymore.” She didn’t miss the melancholy in his voice. She worked late shifts at the coffee shop and had often seen him leaving work late. The guy probably needed a vacation.


    “Could be fun.”


    His body stiffened, but there was a ghost of a smile on his mouth. “Did you miss the interrogation part?”


    She laughed. “Right.”


    “She just needs to accept that I’m not ever getting married.”


    “Really, not ever?”


    “No,” he responded quickly, definitively. Instead of pressing—what he did or didn’t do was none of her business—she asked about his cousin instead. “Why would anyone get married in Maine in December?”


    “He and his fiancée live in New York, and there’s a ski lodge in Maine, not too far away, and I guess they wanted a romantic Christmas Eve wedding near the slopes.” A noise crawled out of his throat, and she could only assume he didn’t believe in romance, either.


    “Sounds nice to me.”


    “I figured you’d say that.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “Oh, come on, Layla. You’re definitely the kind of girl who dreams of a big, romantic wedding.”


    Truthfully, she’d never given much thought to getting married. She’d been too busy making it on her own, determined to make something of herself so she’d never end up in her mother’s position. No way, no how was she going to end up dependent on any guy, only for him to up and leave her high and dry.


    “What makes you say that?” she asked.


    “I…actually, I don’t know.” He went quiet for a moment, lost in thought. “Maybe because you’re an artist, a dreamer, and I could just picture you as a little girl romanticizing a big, glamorous wedding.”


    “Then you’d be wrong.” Switching the conversation from her to his cousin, she said, “A wedding at a ski lodge sounds cold, though.”


    “Says the girl who gave her winter jacket away.”


    “Hey. What I do with my jacket is none of your business.” She gave him a little shove. He didn’t budge, but her hand on his arm seemed to do something to both of them.


    Silence ensued for a long time, then he cleared his throat and said, “You’d like Grant, actually. He and his fiancée both work at the New York History Museum. He’s a curator, and she’s an exhibit designer. You’d have a lot to talk about I’m sure. ”


    “Oh wow, talk about a dream job.”


    “I thought you wanted to open your own art gallery.”


    “Yeah, but that’s a pipe dream, Parker. I don’t ever see that happening.”


    “I think you could do whatever you set your mind to, Layla.” As she chewed on that, he gestured to the sauce. “Can you pass the soy sauce?”


    She handed it to him and rubbed her stomach. “I’m so full I couldn’t eat another bite.” She hated to waste food. It was a precious commodity in her life. Maybe she’d box up what was on her plate and have it later, or tomorrow. “I think my eyes were bigger than my belly.”


    He dished up more rice and covered it in soy sauce. “Jesus. You don’t eat enough to keep a bird alive.”


    “I don’t have a very big appetite.”


    He nodded. “If you get hungry later, there will be plenty of leftovers.”


    “I’ll just wrap what I have on my plate and heat it up later. Maybe for breakfast.”


    He gave her an odd look. Even though it was early, she yawned.


    He checked his watch. “Tired?”


    “Apparently getting run over can do that to you.”


    Guilt moved over his face and made her feel a little bad. He was distracted, worried about his mother, so she should probably stop with the teasing jibes.


    “Maybe you should try to rest. I have work to do anyway.”


    “Oh, okay.” All of a sudden the image of her inside his big penthouse suite alone didn’t sit well with her. Odd really, since she was used to being alone, thrived on it really. After serving customers all day, and sitting in a class full of students, she relished her quiet time with her paints.


    He finished his plate of food, and she stood and started gathering the dishes. His hand closed over her. “I’ll take care of them.”


    “Don’t you have to go?”


    “Conference call. I can do it from here.”


    “Okay.” She moved, but the sweatpants rubbed her knees, and she hissed. “My knees. I need to bandage them first.”


    “Let me.”


    Everything about him embodied control as he pushed the food to the other side of the big island, put his hands around her ribcage, and lifted her like she weighed nothing. As her sock clad feet dangled over the counter, he stepped up to her, his big presence making her feel so little. Reaching around her, he grabbed the bandage supplies, then glanced down at the sweatpants.


    “I can’t get at your knees.”


    “Right.” She laid back and lifted her hips, shimmying her pants down her thighs until her knees were exposed. The long dress shirt he’d given her kept her covered from the thighs up.


    He grabbed a fistful of his hair. “Ah, that will work, too.”


    “What?”


    “You could have just pulled them up from the ankle.”


    “Oh, right.”


    Gawd, I am so freaking stupid.


    What the hell had she been thinking? Here she was showing her damn innocence in front of a rich, sophisticated man with more sexual experience in his pinkie than she had in her entire body. Sure, there was that one time she’d fooled around with Jimmy Rayburn after school, but other than that clumsy groping incident, she was pretty damn dense when it came to things like this.


    And she didn’t even have any panties on.


    She reached for the band of her pants to pull them back up, but he stopped her. “Don’t,” he commanded, his voice brusque and harsh.


    “Don’t what?”


    As he stood over her, oozing sex and power, he bit out, “Don’t lay back like that ever again.”


    “Oh, okay.”


    She looked over his face, took in the deep concentration lines around his eyes as he bent to examine her knees. He might be taking care of her cuts, but the way he was looking at her felt very personal. Too personal. The sooner she got away from him and out of his penthouse the better. Here she thought she’d stay and torture him, but the only one being tortured was her as he studied her with those intense eyes, making her feel so needy and…aroused. Damn him.


    She swallowed as his hot breath spilled over her thighs. Heat flashed, and suddenly she couldn’t seem to breathe. A sound she had no control over crawled out of her throat.


    He lifted his head. Their eyes met and locked.


    “You okay?” Pressure brewed between her legs as he studied her, and she slammed her knees together. She took in a painful breath, her blood turning to lava.


    “Yeah, sight of blood and all,” she managed to get out.


    With exquisite gentleness, that seemed contrary to everything this man represented, he cupped her chin, his fingers warm on her flesh, and he turned her head. “Look the other way,” he said, his voice lacking the command it once held. “The sooner I get this done, the better it is for both of us.”


    “Ah…” What exactly did he mean by that? “What?”


    He coughed. “I need to get to that conference call.”


    “Yeah, of course.”


    His hands closed over her knees, and he slowly spread them. Oh. My. God. Everything about this felt naughty, erotic—not at all like when she was in the emergency room—and damned if she didn’t like it.


    “Can you just open a little more, Layla?”


    OMFG.


    With her eyes averted, she inched her thighs open to give him better access to her knees. Could he see all the way up to her privates? She gripped her shirt and tucked it between her legs, just in case.


    “I’m going to put the ointment on it now. Sorry if it hurts.”


    Oh, it was already hurting.


    She jumped at the touch of his finger, but it wasn’t because it stung. What the hell was going on with her?


    “You need to stay still.”


    At the briskness in his voice, she turned her face back to his and pulled in a breath at the way his gaze was moving over her legs. The muscles along his jaw bunched and relaxed again as he clenched and unclenched, and her body convulsed at the barrage of sensation sizzling through her veins.


    “Sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m trying.”


    He finished applying the ointment and secured the gauze and tape. Even though his hands were big, he moved with skill, agility. Once he was done, he stood back to examine his handiwork.


    “Thanks,” she said. “And thanks for making me go to the hospital. I probably wouldn’t have gone otherwise.”


    “You shouldn’t be thanking me, Layla. I’m the one who hit you, remember?” He looked over her knees again. “Not the best, but it should last through the night.”


    She laughed. “Not the way I sleep.”


    “No?”


    “No, I toss and turn and kick the blankets on and off. One minute I’m on my back, then my stomach. My hair, the sheets, everything is completely mussed by morning. You’ll see.”


    A tormented look flashed in his eyes and disappeared just as fast. “Okay,” he said, then went quiet. Too quiet.


    She glanced around, struggling to think of something to say, to break the trance he seemed to be in. “Well, I should let you get to that conference call.”


    He put his hands around her ribcage, his mouth close to the shell of her ear, close enough that she could feel the warmth of his breath, and he lifted her from the counter.


    He set her down, and she wobbled. Big arms snaked around her back. “You okay?”


    “Just dizzy for a second.” She reached down and pulled her pants back up, tying them at the waist, even though she’d be removing them before bed. They were way too big and heavy to sleep in.


    “Let me get you into bed.” He stiffened. “I mean, let me help you. I don’t want you falling in the hall. The floors were just done, and blood is a bitch to get out of them.” He grinned, but it was forced, and she had to give him credit for trying not to be such a complete ass.


    She rolled her eyes. “I can make my own way to bed.”


    “Oh, I know you can, but I’m taking you.”


    “Park—”


    He pinched the bridge of his nose, and a low growl sounded in his throat. “Do you really want to keep doing this?”


    “No. Fine. I need to brush my teeth.”


    “I have a spare brush in the bathroom.”


    “I didn’t see—” She slammed her mouth shut before she gave away that she’d been snooping. He walked with her to the bathroom and put both her hands on the vanity.


    “Stay put,” he commanded and disappeared. He came back with a brush and facecloth.


    He left her alone, leaving the door cracked, and hovered in the hall while she brushed her teeth and washed her face.


    She pulled the door open and found him leaning against the wall, arms folded, legs crossed, and the sexy image of the brusque and arrogant man had her toes curling. She was about to push past him.


    “Ready?” he asked, the challenge in his eyes warning that he’d put her over his shoulders and carry her if he had to.


    Accepting his challenge, she tried to walk past him, even though the last thing she wanted was to be over his shoulders—but the damn bully would have none of that. He slid his arm around her waist, and she tried not to think about how good it felt as he led her to the spare room. Once in the room, she pushed away, hurried to her bed, and slid under the covers. The fresh scent of the sheets filled the room, as she pulled her hair out from under her neck, letting it splay over the pillow.


    He stood there for one moment, just staring at her. Finally he turned. “G’night,” he said gruffly. The light went off, draping her in darkness, and he stepped into the hall. “I’m going to leave your door cracked in case you need me.”


    “What would I need you for?”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    What would I need you for?


    Oh, in case she got cold during the night and needed him to bring another blanket. Or maybe if she got scared and wanted him to crawl in with and comfort her by slipping between her legs and tasting the depths of her, then driving his cock into her so hard and deep, she clawed at his back and cried out his name. Parker. Christ, he loved the way it sounded on her lips.


    Fuck me.


    Fingers clenched, he kept his back to her. “I don’t know, Layla,” he said sharply, working to get his shit together as the sexy image of her sprawled on the bed—now etched into his brain—tested every ounce of resolve he possessed. It was hard to believe he still had a measure of control after that incident in the kitchen. When she’d laid back on the counter, lifted those slim hips, and peeled her pants down, exposing those creamy thighs, he damn near bit off his tongue. “Just leave it open.”


    “Fine. You don’t have to be so bossy all the time you know.”


    “Yeah, I know.”


    The sounds of her shifting on the mattress followed him down the hall, and he walked into his home office and dropped into the leather chair. He spun around on it for a moment, gathering his thoughts as he looked at the ocean in the distance. A hard swim to clear his head sounded just about right, but he didn’t want to leave Layla for a second. He didn’t trust her to stay in bed for the night. Knowing her, she’d sneak out under the cover of darkness. Then again, maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing.


    What the fuck?


    Of course it was a bad thing. She had a concussion, and he wasn’t taking any chances on her falling and doing more damage. He’d just have to suck it up, get his damn cock under control, and stop thinking about her sexually.


    How he was going to face her at the coffee shop every morning without the vision of her in his house was beyond him. Then again, it wasn’t like he hadn’t thought about her a time or two when he was alone in his bed—rubbing his cock. He scrubbed his hand through his hair and exhaled sharply.


    Get your mind back on business, dude.


    Easier said than done, especially when she smelled like jasmine. The aroma took him back to his grandma’s house in the Hamptons. As a child, he loved spending time at her seaside home, away from his folks. There was no bickering, fighting, just him and Gran hanging out in the garden, afternoon lunches of cucumber sandwiches and iced tea—until her vision began failing and she fell down the stairs and died of brain trauma. His stomach clenched. He missed her so much. She was the reason he worked so hard at SKYWEB, and busted his ass 24-7.


    With that last thought, he shook the mouse to wake his computer, then punched in his pass code. A few minutes later Serenity Callahan, Chief Financial Officer at SKYWEB, came up on his screen.


    “How’s your mother?” she asked, opening the conversation with the niceties, but he knew this meeting would take a turn for the worse once formalities were out of the way. He took in her pulled back hair, the thinning of her lips as she pinched them tight, and the hint of makeup she wore around her eyes. Her name might be Serenity, but there was nothing serene about the woman. She was SKYWEB’S toughest, smartest financial officer, and while he wouldn’t want anyone else at the helm, if he couldn’t get his project under budget, she was going to nix it. He couldn’t let that happen. He owed it to Gran.


    “She’s going to be fine,” he said.


    “Glad to hear it.” She opened a file and ruffled through the papers. “I’ve been going over the projects costs…”


    And so it began.


    In his mind he didn’t give two fucks what the project cost. Creating a pair of glasses that aided the blind and visually impaired was near and dear to his heart. Yeah, sure, it would make the company a bundle, but that wasn’t his driving force.


    If his grandma had those glasses back in her day, ones that with a press of a button described her surrounding in details, she never would have tripped and died. He’d been a teen at the time, and while he might not have been able to do anything to help her, he sure as hell could help others in the same situation.


    “We can find a new supplier,” he said when she droned on about the costs of the video camera.


    She leaned into the camera. “I’ll need to see a new spreadsheet by the end of the month, Braxton,” she said. The fact that she called him Braxton had his mind straying to Layla. Sweet fucking Layla who called him Parker and was currently tossing and turning in the spare room.


    “Braxton,” she said again, jostling his thoughts back to the present.


    He shook his head to clear it. “Right, new spreadsheet,” he responded in an effort to appease her. “Consider it done.”


    “Very well. Enjoy the rest of your night.”


    “You too.”


    He leaned back in his chair and glanced at the clock. It was still early, and he was too wired up to sleep, so he flipped over to email, deciding to answer the dozen or so queries that had been piling up for days. Hours later, he pushed from his chair, stretched out his stiff muscles, and wandered into the kitchen, the warm scent of jasmine still filling his senses as he moved about his penthouse.


    Food containers lined the counter, and he repackaged them and stuck them in the fridge. He tossed the extra sodas in as well, scraped the leftover food into the recycle bin, and placed the dishes in the dishwasher.


    Once the kitchen was clean, he changed quickly and hit the treadmill, opening the iPad that was mounted to it. He did a quick search on concussions, to refresh his memory, and when he finished his run, and the machine beeped off, a noise in the other room gained his attention.


    He craned his neck to hear.


    But when he was met with silence, he tossed his towel onto the treadmill, and kicked off his running shoes. Padding quietly though the house, he made his way to his bedroom. Since insomnia was a part of his life, he was in no hurry to climb between the sheets and stare at the wall for hours on end. Most times he was preoccupied with work, but tonight he had something else, or rather someone else on his mind.


    He stepped into his private ensuite bathroom and flicked on the shower, adjusting it to cool, and climbed under the spray. With his arms braced on the tiled wall, he leaned forward and let the spray run over his body as he soaped up and gave his hair a quick scrub. When he finally turned the water off and emerged, another sound reached his ears, a scraping sound of sorts.


    Snatching the towel off the hook beside him, he wrapped it around his waist and knotted it. The hinges on the bedroom door creaked slightly as he stepped into the hall, and he made a mental note to grease them as he glanced down to see Layla’s door slightly ajar. Was she up? He stepped quietly and stood outside her room for a minute, listening for signs of her, but when a noise came from the kitchen, he turned and made his way down the hall.


    He rounded the corner and found her bent over, reaching for something in the bottom of his refrigerator, and the sight of her soft, curvy ass, showcased behind the hem of his dress shirt felt like a sucker punch. It heated him up. Air left his lungs in a whoosh, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do to refill them.


    Mesmerized, he stood there for a long moment. Should he let her know he was standing there gawking, or sneak back to his room and abuse the hell of his cock? The decision was taken from him when she turned and gasped, the can of soda in her hand falling to the floor and exploding. The sound cut through the silence, and when she wobbled on her feet—once again ready to go down for the count—he took three measured steps to reach her.


    “Layla,” he whispered, pulling her into his arms. Soda continued to spray from the spinning can and covered the kitchen as well as their bodies with the sugary syrup. It dripped down his legs and soaked the bottom of his towel. “Are you okay?” He leaned back and pushed her hair from her face, using the refrigerator light to check her pupils.


    “You scared me half to death,” she said, her voice breathless.


    His heart thumped, worry for her clawing at his insides. “You had a dizzy spell again, didn’t you?”


    “No. You just scared me.”


    He shook his head, not believing that for a second. “What were you doing out here?”


    “I was thirsty.”


    “You should have come to get me.”


    “It’s past midnight, Parker,” she said. “I wasn’t going to wake you.”


    “I wasn’t asleep.”


    Her gaze left his face and traveled downward, her eyes widening at the sight of his bare chest. “Oh.”


    “Tomorrow…” he began, as he became hyperaware of how nice she felt in his arms, how much he fucking wanted her.


    “What about it?”


    He swallowed past the dryness in his throat. “We’ll go get you some new pajamas.”


    “I’m not staying past tomorrow, remember?”


    “Yeah, you are.”


    She poked his chest. “This was a one-shot deal, and I’m only here because…”


    “Because why?”


    “Because you’re a bully, and you forced me into coming.”


    “I didn’t force you into anything.” Okay, so maybe he had. “I was just…worried.”


    Something inside her seemed to soften, and the sweet, angelic look on her face only made him harder. “Okay fine, but you did force me.” She shrugged but sounded flustered when she added, “And well, I thought maybe I could have some fun.”


    “Fun?”


    “Yeah, annoy you. Payback, you know, for bullying me into coming here and always ignoring me at Uncommon Grounds. I thought I could irritate you, get under your skin. Make you finally notice that I’m a human and not some computer gadget that runs on batteries.”


    “You don’t think I noticed you?”


    “Of course not.”


    He clenched down on his jaw hard enough to break bone as the can stopped hissing at his feet. Soda dripped down his legs, tickling the hairs, but he ignored it. He dipped his head forward, and her scent tugged at his cock. His towel tented, and if he didn’t do something, any second now she’d see just how much he did notice her.


    “You’re staying,” he said flatly, inching back, not about to act on how much he wanted her.


    Her hair waved as she shook her head, then stilled abruptly. “Parker.”


    “You just about passed out on my floor, Layla. It’s hard ceramic. I’m not taking any chances, and you’re not leaving until I’m 100 percent certain you’re fine.”


    “And just how long do you think that will be?” she shot back, annoyance clear in her tone. “The doctor said I only had to rest for the next day. I’m sure come morning I’ll be fine, and I have classes and have to work and study, and—”


    He squeezed his eyes closed. Fuck, if she kept talking, he’d have no choice but to find a way to shut her up, and right now he could only think of one way.


    “Stop talking,” he commanded.


    “Don’t you tell—”


    “Just stop, okay?”


    Her head flew back, and her lips pinched tight. Dark eyes shot dangers, then she retaliated with, “I will not stop talking.”


    Fine, then. Before he could think better of it, he slid one hand around her neck and splayed his fingers. He dipped his head, his lips closing over hers, swallowing her protest. At first her lips were firm, but that didn’t deter him. He pulled her closer, his cock pressing against her stomach as he coaxed her mouth open, sliding his tongue over her bottom lip.


    A small groan sounded, and she softened against him. Nice. He slid his tongue into her mouth, and hers tangled with his, tentatively at first, but when he deepened the kiss, even though he knew what he was doing was wrong, he felt something in her give. He angled his head for a more thorough kiss, tasting the subtle flavors of her. As she relaxed in his arms, his hands went to her slim waist.


    What am I doing?


    He gripped tight and pulled her against him. Her small hands snaked around his back, her nails dragging skin as she grabbed at him, a hurried exploration of his body. Jesus, he liked the way she touched him. Lust vibrated through his body, and his cock thickened, ached, hardened with hot impatience. He needed her. Now. He inched back, ready to take her to his bed, to do depraved things to her body. Not ready to break the kiss, he flicked his tongue over her bottom lip for one last taste before he broke the intimacy and dragged her to his room.


    She was the sweetest thing he’d ever tasted. Warm. Succulent.


    Innocent.


    Fuck.


    Panting hard, he pulled back and broke the kiss. “I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “I shouldn’t have done that.”


    She stared up at him with wide-eyed confusion, and if he could have kicked his own ass, he would have. What the fuck are you doing asshole? Not only does she have a concussion, she’s not the kind of girl who knows the score. Everything about her screamed white picket fence, and he was so not going down that path with anyone.


    “I…okay,” she said.


    Before she could protest, he picked her up. She snaked her hands around his neck, and he tried not to moan when he carried her to the bathroom and set her on the vanity.


    “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked, lifting her chin, trying to sound in control. But she wasn’t. Not one little bit. Neither was he.


    He expelled a heavy sign. “You’re covered with soda. So am I. We need to wash.”


    He made a quick trip to the hall closet, grabbed two washcloths, and put them under the water. He was about to run one along her legs when she snatched it from him.


    “Stop touching me. I can do it myself.”


    Yeah, that was probably for the best. Or at least he thought it was until she widened her thighs and ran the cloth over her smooth skin.


    Fuck me twice.


    A sound rumbled in his throat, and her hand stilled. “What?” she asked.


    “Nothing.” He turned his back to her and washed the syrup from his body. “I don’t want you alone tonight.”


    “I’m not. You’re here. Hovering like one of those damn drones your company produces.”


    “I’m not hovering. I’m just worried about you.”


    “Why are you so worried?” she said, her voice rising, one decibel from hysterical. “I’m a grown up. I can take care of myself for God’s sakes, Parker.”


    “You don’t even wear a fucking winter coat.” He clenched down hard, his muscles bunching and tightening with the need to grab her and shake some sense in her, or kiss her again, firmly. Deeply. She clearly needed taking care of. Then again, who was going to protect her from him? “Besides, that’s what my grandmother used to say. ‘I can take care of myself’ and look how that turned out,” he mumbled under his breath without thinking.


    “Wait.” Her hand touched his, and he hissed. She pulled back, like she’d been burned. She took in a breath and let it out slowly. “What about your grandma?” she asked, her voice calmer.


    He gave a hard shake of his head. “Nothing,” he bit out, having said too much already.


    “Obviously it’s something,” she countered, her voice soft, silky, seeping under his skin and breaking down barriers that had been erected for a purpose. Her hand slowly crept back across the counter and landed on his arm. With the softest touch, she caressed him, and the hair on his neck stood up. How the fuck was he supposed to think when she was touching him like that? “Tell me. Please.”


    Tension hung, taking up space, as the clicking of the massive wall clock in the other room cut through the silence. “She would never go into a retirement home,” he finally blurted out. “She insisted on taking care of herself, doing everything for herself, even after she lost her vision. She fell one day.” He stopped speaking, swallowing the painful knot in his throat. Layla sat there patiently, her concerned gaze moving over his face, as she waited for him to continue. “Trauma to the head. It was bad. So fucking bad. I was the one who found her.”


    “Oh my God,” she said, her anger melting, softening around the edges. “I’m so sorry. Was she…?”


    She stopped speaking like she couldn’t bring herself to ask the words. He clamped his mouth shut for a long time and closed his eyes, unable to dispel the vision of his grandma on the floor of her basement. But she was more than just a grandma to him. His father’s mother was like his own. She’d taught him things, was there for him when his own mother was too busy with her clubs, and maintaining her social standing. It wasn’t easy for a girl from the wrong side of the tracks to get accepted by Hampton’s old money, she’d often told him


    “She died.” He lifted his head and met her glance.


    Why the fuck am I telling her this?


    The flecks of honey in her eyes deepened as her fingers squeezed his arm. She shifted closer, until her leg was pressed against his hip.


    “I’m so sorry.” She blinked, a glimmer of understanding dancing in her eyes. “Now I get why you insisted on bringing me here, watching over me. This all makes sense.”


    She made a move to slide from the counter, and he tossed his cloth into the hamper and helped her from the vanity. He gripped her ribcage, his fingers brushing the soft swell of her breast. Fuck, she was so tiny, so thin. As long as she was staying with him, he was going to ensure she ate properly, and dressed for the weather, and he didn’t give two shits if she fought him on it.


    “I don’t want you wandering through the apartment alone,” he said, his voice sounding gruff, even to himself.


    “Okay.”


    His head came back with a start. What, she wasn’t going to battle him on it? Had she given up the fight? Pressing his luck, he said, “I don’t want you in your room alone, either. I did a bit of research on concussions, and you need to be woken up every few hours and asked questions. To make sure you’re coherent.”


    She lowered her head, her sweet, fragrant hair falling over her shoulder as she gave a slow shake of her head. “Parker—”


    Promptly cutting off her protest, he scooped her up, carried her to her room, and gently deposited her on the bed. “Stay put,” he ordered. He left the room and made his way to his bedroom to dispose of the towel. Stepping into his closet he pulled on a pair of jeans and walked to the kitchen to get her a drink.


    When he returned to the bedroom, he found her exactly where he’d left her. “Drink,” he said.


    She accepted the glass, took a long pull, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. He took the glass and set it on her nightstand. “Thanks.”


    “Lay back.”


    She didn’t fight him and instead lowered herself. She was right when she said she made a mess of the bed. He rooted around the foot of the mattress and grabbed the bundle of blankets she’d clearly kicked off. He dragged them back up her body but didn’t know fuck all about tucking anyone in. From the smirk on her face, she could tell he had no idea what he was doing.


    “Stop laughing,” he bit out.


    “I’m not laughing,” she said.


    “Yeah, you are.” He tucked the bedding under her chin and shaped it around her little body, snug from her shoulder to her feet.


    “You should have been a mummifier,” she said, unable to hold her chuckle back any longer.


    “Missed my calling, did I?”


    She laughed at that. A breathy, intimate laugh that went straight to his cock. At least his jeans hid his erection better than the damn towel.


    “Go to sleep, Layla.”


    She stopped laughing and blinked up at him. “What about you?”


    His gaze went to the chair in the corner. It was there for decorative purpose, not comfort. “I’ll sleep there.”


    Her mouth turned down in a frown, and he tried not to stare at her lips, remember how sweet she tasted. “No, that’s not right.”


    He crossed the room and sat in the chair. Wasn’t too bad. “If you need me, I might not hear you from my room.”


    She plucked at the sheets and glanced over the big queen-size bed. “This is your house, your room, and now that I understand why you’ve been so bossy, I can’t put you out like that.” Tentative fingers went to the opposite side of the bed, and she tugged the covers down. “At least sleep here. We can put pillows between us, that way we won’t have any contact.”


    Sleeping beside a half-naked Layla? A bolt of heat moved through him, and he struggled to curb his desires, as his body grew tight. He shifted restlessly in the chair. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


    “It’s the only sensible thing.”


    “No.” Pillow or no pillow, it wasn’t going to stop him from wanting her. A move of his hand, he’d be able to touch. A flick of his tongue, he’d be able to taste. Not going to happen.


    Ever determined, she squared her tiny shoulders. “Then I’ll take the chair.”


    So much for the fight going out of her. Here she was giving him a hard time again…a hard…everything. “You’re the one with the concussion. You need rest.”


    “So do you. You work eighteen-hour days.”


    How the hell did she know that? “Layla—”


    “Do you really want to keep doing this?” she asked, throwing his words back at him.


    Damn rebellious woman.


    “I’m not—” She pushed the blankets off and threw her legs over the side. He jumped up from his chair. “Get back in that bed.”


    “Only if—”


    “Fine,” he said stomping to the other side of the room and sliding in beside her.


    “Just no touching,” she said.


    “I’ll draw up a fucking contact contract.”


    “And I’ll sign it.” She snuggled in next to him. “Please add: no scooping me up, lifting me to put me on the counter, or carrying me in or out of a car with stupid door handles.”


    “My car is not stupid, and I did those things to help you.”


    “I don’t need any help.” She shoved a pillow in between them and gave a triumphant sigh.


    “You’ve been touching me, too, you know.”


    “Fine, what do you want to add to the contract?”


    “Nothing,” he groaned out.


    She turned to him. “Nothing. You have to add something if—”


    “I never said I didn’t like you touching me.”


    Her eyes went wide as her sweet scent reached his nostrils, and he stifled a moan. As his cock swelled, he worked to purify his thoughts.


    Fuck.


    Nothing good could come from this. Nothing good at all.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Beside her, Parker lay still. Perfectly still. He could pretend to be asleep all he wanted, but from his breathing, it was clear he was wide awake and not too happy about the situation. But how could she let him sleep in the chair? It felt wrong. And for God’s sake they were both adults. Surely they could share a bed and act like mature grown-ups.


    He never said he didn’t want me touching him.


    Her mind played that over as sleep pulled at her, and she stretched, her foot briefly touching his legs. Electricity shot through her, and suddenly she wasn’t so sure about this crazy plan of sleeping together and their no-contact rule.


    I want contact!


    Great, just great.


    “Sorry,” she said, sounding far more breathless than she would have liked.


    He mumbled curses under his breath and shifted, and she couldn’t help but grin, despite the chaos going on inside her body. Parker might be a hard-ass, but there was more to the Stuck-Up-Suit after all. And so much more going on under the suit.


    All along she’d thought he brought her home so she wouldn’t sue him, yet that wasn’t the case at all. He had some strange obligation because of his grandma. Still, she had to admit, he was kind of sweet, in a bossy, arrogant kind of way.


    Her mind raced back to the kiss, and she pressed her fingers to lips that still tingled. What the heck was that really all about? He’d never noticed her sexually before… Heck, he’d never even noticed her at all before. Now he was telling her she could touch him. Well, not in those words, but he did say he never said she couldn’t touch him. Semantics, and all.


    Her plan had been to annoy him to get him to pay attention to her, but she hadn’t even gone through with it. It did beg the question though… Why did she really want him to acknowledge her? Payback for ignoring her at Uncommon Grounds…or something else entirely?


    Not that any of it mattered. With work and school she had no time for a man in her life, and first thing tomorrow morning, before he woke, she was out of there, no matter what he thought he owed her, or how much he protested.


    Plan in place, she closed her eyes, wanting to get a few hours of sleep before she snuck out.


    


    “Layla.”


    “Yeah,” she said, and glanced at the clock. She’d only been asleep for an hour. What was going on, and where was she?


    “What did we have for dinner?”


    “Huh?” She blinked, and memories flooded her. She was in Parker’s house, his spare bedroom.


    “What did we have for dinner? I need to make sure you can answer.”


    “Oh, Chinese.”


    “Okay, go back to sleep.”


    She closed her eyes again, and a few hours later, Parker woke her up with more questions. This went on a few more times, but she needed him to sleep so she could sneak out. By the time she opened her eyes again, of her own accord—exhausted from being awakened so much—the morning light was slanting across the wall.


    Shit.


    She jackknifed up, and her head began spinning. “Damn,” she mumbled and slowly sank back down onto the pillow. As she lay there, the fresh aroma of coffee reached her nose. What the heck? Once the room righted itself, she angled her head to find the other side of the bed empty. She groaned. She much for sneaking out at the crack of dawn.


    “Everything okay?”


    Parker’s voice came from the other side of the room. She inched up and found him sitting in the chair he insisted on sleeping in last night.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Waiting for you to wake up.”


    “How long have you been watching me?”


    “Not long.”


    “You’re kind of a creeper, Parker.” She adjusted her pillow, then pointed to the chair. “Wait, did you sleep there?” she asked, her voice sounding low and rough.


    “No.” He took a sip of coffee and gestured to the cup beside her.


    “Thanks.” With the blankets wrapped tightly around her legs—Parker must have fixed the bedding after he got up, otherwise they’d be at the foot of the bed—she adjusted herself, using slow, careful movements.


    Parker stood, crossed the room, and picked up her mug. As she read SKYWEB written on it, she exhaled a shallow breath and gave him a once-over, taking in his jeans and T-shirt. Damn, he was so handsome, and did those jeans have to hug him in all the right places? She liked the casual look on him, but where was his suit? It was a workday and no doubt he needed to get to the office, especially after missing most of yesterday.


    Once she was settled against the headboard, he handed her the steamy mug of coffee. She breathed in the heavenly scent of mocha, and his eyes narrowed, his gaze moving over her face in a careful assessment.


    “How are you feeling?”


    She plastered on a smile and ignored the pounding sensation at the back of her neck. “Fine. Perfect really,” she lied. “I could run a marathon.” Or not.


    He smiled, but there was no humor in it. “You should never play poker.”


    “Why not.”


    “You’re a terrible liar.”


    “I don’t lie.” She took a sip of her coffee, wetting her parched throat. “Mmm, good.”


    “It’s not an Grande Americano, extra shot, but it will do the trick.”


    She blinked up at him. “I’ll make you one before you go to work.”


    He angled his head, confusion darkening his features. “How do you plan to do that?”


    She finger-combed her hair, trying to make herself somewhat presentable. “I have an early morning shift. Stop in before you go to work. I’ll whip one up for you.”


    “You’re not going anywhere.” His shoulders tightened. “Haven’t we already talked about this?”


    He dropped to the edge of her mattress, and as it dipped, she leaned toward him, catching his scent. He breathed deeply, his nostrils flaring, his fingers curling at his sides.


    “You talked about this.” She poked his chest, but this time he grabbed her hand and flattened it against his muscles. The strong pounding of his heart beneath her palm did the strangest things to her body, like…fill it with arousal. “I didn’t agree,” she said, hoping her voice came out strong, instead of needy…the way she felt.


    “Layla—”


    “I have to work, Parker. If I don’t go in, I’ll get fired. If I get fired, I won’t be able to pay my winter tuition. If I don’t pay my tuition, I won’t graduate in April,” she said, laying it all out for him, and hoping it would get through his thick skull.


    Another long pause, then he grabbed his cell from his back pocket. “What’s the number for Uncommon Grounds?”


    “Wait!” He ignored her. “What do you think you’re doing?” She scrambled to get up, but he placed a hand on her leg to still her. The heat from his fingers seeped under her skin, and as it worked its way through her body, she stopped moving, to concentrate on the sensations.


    Get it together.


    “Never mind. I’ll find it.”


    Flabbergasted as he pulled up a search engine and punched in Uncommon Grounds, she set her coffee down and grabbed for his phone. He moved it out of her reach, but when she went to stand, lightheadedness overcame her, and she sank back onto the comfy mattress. From the smirk on his face, he knew there was nothing she could do to stop him. Bastard. She was going to kill him.


    “What’s your boss’s name?”


    “Parker—”


    “Wow, same as mine,” he said.


    She folded her arms. The reason was twofold. One she was pissed off, and two she wanted to hide her arousal. “You’re not funny.”


    “I am on occasion.”


    She really was going to kill him. Poison in his coffee. Yeah, that ought to do it. And there wasn’t a jury in the country that would convict her.


    “Yes, can you connect me with the manager, please.”


    She stared at him, but he completely disregarded her. “You’re going to get me fired.”


    “Trust me, Layla.”


    Trust Him? Trust him? Yeah, right. She trusted him about as much as a cat trusted a damn rocking chair.


    “Yes, Mr. Davis. How are you today?” A pause and then. “I’m calling on behalf of Layla Fallon…” Wait, how did he know her last name? Oh right, he’d snooped at her hospital file. “Uh-huh, yes, and I’m calling to inform you that she won’t be in for the next few weeks.”


    Layla winced. She could hear Robert now, cursing and screaming and threatening to fire her, but Parker kept his cool. “Yes, I understand you’re short-staffed, and her job is replaceable, and she didn’t even call to say she wouldn’t be in this morning. But you need to understand this. She is the only one in Seattle who knows how to make a Grande Americano, extra shot, and if I can’t get the perfect cup of coffee every day, I’m pretty unbearable, and believe me, no one wants that.”


    Parker’s eyes met hers, and her pulse kicked up a notch. He gave her a grin, the gleam in his eyes turning wicked as he flashed perfect white teeth in a smile. She couldn’t seem to tear her gaze away, everything about him holding her attention. A shiver skipped down her spine, and she pulled in a breath, working to ignore it.


    “Yes, yes, I understand,” he said, his muscles bunching as he switched his phone to his other ear. “Now you understand this. If you fire her, I will buy Uncommon Grounds and fire the entire staff, you included.” Another long pause and then, “Oh, yes, excuse me. My mistake. It’s Parker Braxton,” he said.


    Oh. My. God. Layla gripped the blankets, twisting them in her hand, hardly able to believe what she was hearing.


    Parker walked to his window, drew back the curtains, and looked out. “Yes, of course. Thank you for your understanding. She’ll be back when she’s feeling better.” He turned to face her. “You have a good day, too.” He swiped his finger across the screen and shoved his phone back in his pocket.


    His expression was sober when he said, “Anything else?”


    She sat there blinking at him, trying to wrap her brain around what he’d just done. “I can’t believe you did that.”


    “It’s taken care of. What else?”


    “I…I…have to pay my rent. It’s overdue,” she said, left with no choice but to disclose that embarrassing piece of information. “I can’t do that if I’m not working.”


    “Consider it taken care of—”


    “You are not paying my rent.”


    “You can’t work this week because of me. I’m paying your rent.”


    Her temper flared. What was the best kind of poison to hide in coffee?


    “Anything else?” he asked.


    Did it really matter what she said. He seemed to have an answer to all her problems. Then again there was one he couldn’t solve. “I have classes. You can’t cancel them, and you can’t keep me here like a prisoner.” Yeah, that’s right. Go ahead, call the college, see what happens.


    “You’re not a prisoner. Anywhere you want to go, I’ll take you.”


    “I want to go to class tonight.”


    “Fine, consider it done.”


    Wait. What? He was going to take her to her classes? “Ahh,” she said, as things began to backfire. She waved her hand over his dress shirt. “I…I…can’t stay here, Parker. I don’t have any pajamas.”


    Weak, Layla, real weak.


    “You want to go shopping?”


    She didn’t have the money. But she wasn’t about to say that, because she didn’t want his pity.


    “I want my own clothes.” She drew her knees up to her chest, pulling the blankets with her to hide her bare legs…as well as other exposed parts of her body.


    “We’ll go get them, then.”


    She pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. This was all coming at her so fast, her head was spinning, and this time she was sure it had nothing to do with the concussion. The bed beside her dipped, and her lids fluttered open to find Parker close.


    He touched her hair, ran a strand through his finger. Her toes curled, a reaction to his gentle touch. Overwhelmed with his closeness, she pressed harder against the wooden headboard, but he leaned toward her, his breath warm on her flesh. Shivery goose bumps formed in its wake.


    “I hit you with my damn car, Layla, and I just want to make sure you’re okay.”


    Her insides softened at the tenderness in his tone. Cripes, why did he make it so hard to stay mad at him? “One more night, Parker. That’s it.”


    “Fine.”


    “But what am I supposed to do with myself all day here if I’m not working?”


    “You said you had to study.”


    “I can’t study all day. I’ll go insane.”


    “What about painting? We can grab your supplies when we go get your clothes.”


    She made a noise, a half laugh, half moan. “Yeah, like I can paint here.” She waved her hand around. “This place is like a museum.”


    Hurt registered in his eyes. “You don’t like it here?”


    Shoot, she’d hurt his damn feelings. Who knew Stuck-Up-Suit even had feelings. “It’s not that. It’s just been professionally decorated, and I’m afraid to touch anything.”


    “Layla, you can touch anything you want.”


    The sudden image of her touching him, running her hands over his hard body, tracing his grooves and contours, raced through her thoughts. “Um, yeah, okay.” Her stomach took that moment to grumble, and she was grateful for the distraction.


    “What do you like to eat?” he asked.


    “Food.”


    He grinned. “Pancakes?”


    “Yeah.”


    He stood. “I’ll order in.”


    Order in? When he said he didn’t eat here often, he wasn’t kidding. “I can make some.”


    He reached the door, turned back to her, his eyes racing over her face. “You like to cook?”


    She nodded. “I did all the cooking at Grandmother’s. I actually do like it. I find it relaxing.” She laughed and added. “Gran had this old TV in her kitchen. I used to watch all the old, cheesy scary movies while I cooked.”


    He grinned and put his hands into his pockets, pulling his jeans lower on his hips. She tried not to look, she really did, but that would be like scraping the icing off a donut before she ate it. Not going to happen.


    “I never took you for the scary movie kind of girl.”


    “Put on Jaws, Scream, or any B-movie and I’m in.”


    He seemed to be thinking about that for a moment. “So, you cooked for your grandmother?”


    Jeez, he didn’t miss a thing. “Yeah, she raised me, until…”


    He leaned against the doorframe and lifted his arms above his head, stretching out his muscles as he braced his hands on the archway. “Until what?”


    She toyed with the buttons on her shirt. “She went in to early dementia, then I took care of her.”


    He frowned. “I’m sorry.”


    “It’s okay,” she said, even though she had no idea why she was telling him any of this.


    “Where were your mom and dad?”


    “Not in the picture.” She pushed the blankets off. Wanting to get the conversation off her, she said, “About those pancakes.”


    He stood still for one moment, and she waited for him to press. When he didn’t, she gave a relieved sigh. She hated dredging up painful memories.


    “I’ll have to get groceries. I don’t have anything to make pancakes at the moment. I’ll order in for now, then get you everything you need so you can make them tomorrow morning.” Parker pulled his phone from his pocket and punched in a number. He ordered from a local restaurant, then punched in another number.


    “Do I have time for a shower?” she asked quietly.


    He nodded, and she darted to the bathroom as he spoke. She rinsed quickly, wrapped herself in a big towel, and hurried back to her room. She dressed in a pair of jeans and pulled on a tank top, adjusting it over her lacy bra, one of the few things she splurged on.


    When she rounded the corner and entered the kitchen, Parker had his back to her and was refreshing their coffee, while checking something on his tablet.


    “Shouldn’t you be in a suit?” she asked.


    Without bothering to turn he said, “Working from home today.”


    Son of a… She put her hands on her hips. “Why, you think I’m going to sneak out of here?”


    He slowly turned, and his eyes dropped from hers, to take in her tight tank top and jeans. Conflicting emotions passed across his face as his gaze shifted. His throat worked as he swallowed, and he seemed to be battling some internal war. God, when he looked at her like that…


    “Just working from home today, is all. Don’t read more in to it than there is.”


    “I’m not going anywhere,” she shot back. “It’s not like I still have a job I need to rush off to.”


    “It’ll be there when you’re ready to go back.” He stepped up to her, his body crowding hers, and her knees nearly went out from beneath her. Stormy eyes locked on hers, and she took in the hard set of his jaw. But it was the heat in his eyes that really threw her off. Honest to God, no man had ever looked at her the way he was looking at her right now. “If there is anything else you need me to take care of, just let me know,” he said, his voice so much deeper than before.


    The air around them charged as sexual energy arced between them. She might be innocent when it came to sex—the antithesis of the type of woman normally found on his arm; yeah, she’d seen the tabloids—but she was well aware of the way he was gazing at her now. Well aware of the way her body reacted to him. Her mind raced back to the kiss they’d shared last night as his gaze tripped back up to settle on her mouth. Body humming, screaming for attention, she wet her lips, and what sounded like a curse rumbled in his throat.


    Her heart raced, the pulse at the base of her neck beating double time. “Parker,” she whispered as his head dipped, his lips so close to hers all she had to do was go up on her tippy toes if she wanted to kiss him, and she was pretty sure she did.


    “Just want to be here if you need anything, okay?” he said, the lust in his eyes awakening a deep-seated need in her.


    “Okay,” she breathed out on a whisper, as her chaotic thoughts settled on exactly what she needed. There was sexual heat between the two of them, enough to set off the damn fire alarm in his penthouse. So why shouldn’t she do something about it? Heck, without work, she had more time on her hands than ever. He might have ignored her before, but he was definitely showing interest now—and fighting it—probably because he feared she’d want love and romance from the renowned bachelor.


    She didn’t.


    Not by a long shot.


    But an experienced guy like Parker… Well, he’d be the perfect guy to take her virginity. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to have sex or was saving herself. She’d just been so busy that the opportunity hadn’t presented itself. But it sure as hell was presenting itself now, and Lord knows she didn’t want a repeat of the fumbling incident with Jimmy. No, she wanted a man who knew what he was doing, knew his way around a woman’s body. And this guy, not only did he fit the bill, he aroused things in her that she’d never felt before.


    Seduce him.


    But I don’t know the first thing about seduction.


    It was true; she didn’t.


    Just then her phone pinged—Andi’s special ring. Layla hid a smile. Andi was with a different guy every week and knew all about seduction. She was just the girl to give Layla some pointers.


    Parker inched back, the moment between them broken. “You…ah…you going to get that?”


    “Yeah.”


    With his scent still swirling through her veins, she pulled her phone from her back pocket. Parker stepped away and reached into the cupboard for plates. She read the text.


    What the hell is going on? Robert said you wouldn’t be coming to work for a while.


    You remember Stuck-Up-Suit?


    Yeah.


    He hit me with his car yesterday and took me to the hospital.


    WTF and why am I just finding out about this now.


    I’m at his place. He insisted on taking care of me. I’m staying for one more night.


    Are you fucking kidding me?


    Nope, and he threatened to buy the coffee shop and fire Robert if he didn’t keep my position open.


    Holy shit.


    Yeah, I know.


    She stole a quick glance at Parker as he reached for silverware and divvied up the pancakes.


    He’s kind of nice.


    Yeah, yeah, he was pushy, bossy and arrogant, but he was kind of sweet, too.


    I always knew you had a thing for him.


    Okay, it was true, and she was finally admitting it to herself. She’d been crushing on him since the first time he’d stepped into her work.


    We shared a bed last night.


    WTF!!!!


    We didn’t have sex.


    Why the hell not?


    It didn’t come up.


    Ha! Then make it come up. And by it I mean his cock. Seduce his pants off.


    Layla stifled a laugh.


    How?


    Touch him a lot. Guys dig that shit. Better yet, tell him you’re a virgin. He’ll lose his fucking mind.


    I’m not telling him that.


    Stick out your boobs.


    She glanced down at her tank top and her practically non-existent breasts.


    I don’t think that will do the trick.


    Cook for him. The way into a man’s pants is through his stomach.


    I could do that.


    Although his cupboards and fridge seemed to be as bare as hers.


    And wear something slutty while you’re doing it.


    I don’t own anything slutty.


    Okay, gotta go before Robert catches me texting. Keep me posted.


    She powered down her phone and shoved it in her pocket.


    “Everything okay?” Parker asked.


    “Just Andi from work, wondering what was going on.”


    “Have a seat,” he said, pulling out the chair beside his.


    She lowered herself and looked at the stack on the plate before her. “Mmmm, pancakes.” She rubbed her stomach. “The perfect transport mechanism for syrup.”


    He laughed. “You really do like sweet things don’t you?”


    “Yup.” She drowned her breakfast in syrup and took a big bite. As she chewed, she thought about Andi’s advice. “Parker?”


    “Yeah.”


    “When was the last time you had a home-cooked meal?”


    “Don’t remember.”


    She touched his arm, and his muscles bunched. “I could cook for you.”


    “You don’t have to do that,” he said, his voice sounding gruffer than before.


    “What if I wanted to? It’s the least I can do to thank you for taking care of me.”


    “Thank me? You wouldn’t be here if I didn’t run you over.” He took a big sip of coffee but didn’t really answer her question.


    “Does it ever get lonely in this big old penthouse?”


    “I don’t spend a lot of time here.”


    “Is that why you don’t have any personal pictures?” She examined his walls. The ocean painting she’d recently completed would look great in his living room.


    “I guess.”


    “Do you have any personal pictures in your office?”


    “You ask a lot of questions.”


    “I…” she began but closed her mouth when the doorbell rang. Parker wiped his mouth with a napkin and stood, and she glanced around the kitchen when he disappeared. Did he always eat at the island? Heck, if she had a gorgeous dining room like the one off the kitchen, she’d eat in there all the time. Then again, what fun was there in cooking a big meal and eating it all alone?


    “Good morning, Layla,” Gregory said as he came into the kitchen carrying a load of brown paper bags. Parker followed behind him with another load.


    “What’s all that?” she asked.


    “Food,” Parker said, as he dropped the bags onto the counter.


    “For who?”


    “You.”


    “Did you have the whole supermarket delivered?”


    “You said you liked to cook.” He shrugged. “I didn’t know what you liked to cook, so I got one of everything.”


    Even though she was touched by the gesture, she said, “You’re crazy, you know that.”


    A smile played on his lips. “Another name for the list.”


    She rolled her eyes at him, shoved a piece of pancake into her mouth, and then stood to root through the bags. As she pulled out fresh veggies and meat, meal ideas danced in her mind.


    “I’m only here for one more night. There’s enough food here for a week.”


    He shrugged.


    “Parker, I’m not staying any longer.”


    “I know.”


    “And I’m going to need to go to my apartment to get a few things for tonight.”


    He dropped his fork. “Let’s go.”


    She put one hand on her hip. “I can take the bus.”


    “And I can drive you. The whole point of you staying another night is for me to watch over you. Do you really think I’m going to let you take the bus?”


    She threw her hands up in the air. “Fine.”


    He grabbed his keys and waved his hand toward the elevator. She stomped toward it and ignored his self-satisfied smirk. Thirty minutes later, Parker pulled into her driveway, and her stomach cramped. Her door was wide open. Something was wrong. Very wrong.


    She opened the passenger side door and jumped out, and Parker met her at the front of the vehicle.


    “Wait,” he said, putting her behind him when movement inside drew their focus.


    Had she been broken into?


    Just then her landlord came outside, and Parker stiffened. “It’s my landlord,” she said quickly, stepping out from behind Parker. “Ralph,” she began. “I know I’m late with the—”


    He held his hand up to cut her off, and her throat squeezed.


    Please God, don’t let him evict me


    “Main water line broke,” he said. “Most places on this street flooded. Happened late last night.”


    “Shit,” Parker said. “Good thing you were at my place.”


    “Yeah, getting hit by a car was way better than drowning,” she shot back.


    Ralph held up his keychain. “I had to use my key to let myself in when you didn’t answer.”


    “How much damage?” she asked.


    “See for yourself.”


    She stepped around her landlord, and Parker brought up the subject of her rent, that he’d be taking care of it—and yeah, she planned to pay back every cent one day—as she peeked inside. Lucky for her, the place came furnished, and she didn’t own much that could get damaged. Her artwork and supplies were on her table, high enough that they weren’t destroyed, and her textbooks were at Parker’s place—thank God, because no way could she afford to replace them.


    She turned back to her landlord, and he frowned. “Do you have anyplace to stay until we get this cleaned up? I need to replace the furniture, and it could be a few weeks before it’s all cleaned up and livable again.”


    Her mind raced. Andi had a small one-bedroom apartment, and currently one of their co-workers was sleeping on the sofa. She hated to impose, but what else could she do? She opened her mouth to speak, but Parker cut her off.


    “She’ll be staying with me.”

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Parker sat on a bench outside the campus building and went over the spreadsheet he was working on while Layla attended her late-afternoon class. It had been a hell of a week with him and his team trying to get project costs down and still maintain the quality he wanted. No fucking way would he settle for anything less than a superior product. His clients deserved that.


    But it had been an even harder week hanging out at his apartment with Layla. When she wasn’t studying, she was walking through his rooms, examining and touching his things, and leaving her scent everywhere she went. Other times she hovered in his office, peering over his shoulder as he worked, her long hair tickling his neck as she glanced at his computer screen. It was getting harder and harder to keep his hands to himself, and with her touching him all the time, it wasn’t helping his situation.


    He never should have admitted he liked her touch and should have gotten the damn contract drawn up right away. At least they stopped sharing a bed, her dizzy spells having lasted only twenty-four hours. One night was hard enough on him.


    She surprised him with a new meal every night—would never let him in to the kitchen to see what she was cooking—and today, whatever she had on the stove smelled so good he couldn’t wait to dig in. His stomach grumbled just thinking about the meal waiting for them after she finished her class.


    He lifted his head, and stretched out his tight neck muscles, the tension of the last week getting to him. That, and with Layla not working, he hadn’t had decent cup of coffee in far too long. Turning his head from left to right, he rubbed the muscles and tried to loosen them.


    A small hand landed on his shoulder. “You okay?” Layla asked.


    Her warm touch seeped under his skin and aroused him, but he quickly marshaled his cock. The last thing he wanted was to be walking through a crowd of students with the hard-on of all hard-ons.


    His stomach grumbled, but he was certain it wasn’t for food. “Hey, you’re out early.”


    “We just went over a few last-minute things before exams. Good thing, too. Sounds like you need to eat.”


    He closed his laptop and stood, then looked her over. “How are you feeling?” A week had gone by, and she hadn’t had any more dizzy spells, but that didn’t mean he still wasn’t worried about her.


    “Better.”


    “No more headaches, nausea?”


    “Nope.”


    “Good,” he said, “But I’d still like you to stay at my place a little longer, just in case.”


    In case what? She might want to sleep with you?


    Shit.


    “Okay.”


    He nudged her. “When did you become so easy to get along with?”


    “I’ve always been easy, Parker.” She jabbed him. “You’re the one who’s been hard.”


    No. Fucking. Kidding.


    “Besides, I called my landlord today, and he said it’s going to be a few more weeks. I mean, if that’s okay with you?”


    “Yes,” he said. And even though he refused to examine it, he didn’t want her to go. Not yet.


    As a shiver moved through her, he looked at the sweater she had on. November was turning into December, and she didn’t own anything that was appropriate for the cooler weather. If only she’d let him buy her a new wardrobe, but stubborn woman that she was, she flat-out refused.


    “Come on, you’re freezing,” he said.


    “I’m okay.”


    He pulled his coat zipper up higher. “All right then, I’m freezing.”


    “You’re kind of a baby.”


    He glanced her way, and when he caught the bemused expression, he couldn’t help but laugh. He snaked his arm around her waist to keep her warm, and they walked a block to where he had his car parked. The doors clicked open at the press of his fob, but instead of climbing in, something across the street seemed to catch Layla’s attention. Before he could stop her, she darted between cars and stepped up to some homeless woman sitting on the cold ground, her back pressed against a brick building, an empty coffee cup in her hands.


    What the fuck was she doing?


    Parker drove his hands into his pockets and stomped across the street. He was about to call out to her when she spoke. His footsteps came to a resounding halt as her words pinged around in his brain like a runaway pinball.


    “I’m sorry I don’t have any tip money to give you today,” Layla said. “I haven’t been at work.”


    “Oh, sweetie, you’ve done enough as it is,” the woman said, and placed a gnarled and dirty hand on Layla’s cheek.


    “You’re eating, right?”


    The lady laughed. “You’re one to talk. You turn sideways, and you disappear.”


    Layla laughed with her. “I’ve got everything I need,” she said. “I’m staying with a guy who has a refrigerator full of food. I’ll be fat before you know it.”


    “Oh, a guy, huh?”


    “Yeah, he’s a real arrogant bully.”


    The woman smiled, showcasing broken teeth. “Sounds like you like him.”


    She chuckled softly. “Yeah, but don’t tell him that.”


    She likes me.


    Layla tucked the woman’s hair behind her ear. “You’re staying warm?”


    The thin woman rubbed her hand over the winter coat she had on. “Thanks to you.”


    “Okay. When I get back to work, I’ll be sure to save some more tip money for you, and maybe a couple of those éclairs you love so much.”


    “You’re too sweet.”


    “You take care of yourself.”


    “You too, Layla.”


    Layla stood and turned, a look of surprise registering on her face when she found him standing there, hovering close.


    “Parker,” she said. “Sorry, I just—”


    He pulled out his wallet, handed the lady a stack of bills to make up for Layla’s lost tips, then captured Layla’s hand, giving it a good hard tug. “Come with me.” Instead of walking her back across the street to the car, he guided her down the sidewalk and headed for the shopping mall.


    “Where are we going?”


    “To get you a coat.”


    She pulled her hand from his and dug in her heels. “Parker, no. I can buy my own jacket.”


    He grabbed a handful of his hair, expecting this fight. But as he took in the thinning of her lips, the narrowing of her eyes, it occurred to him that they weren’t so different. Neither one counted on family for anything, and they made it to where they were on their own. Sure he came from money, but he worked damn hard to get where he was at SKYWEB, and, well she was working damn hard, too.


    “Layla,” he began.


    She opened her mouth to protest, but he pressed a finger to her lips. Time to draw on his negotiation skills, as there was no way in hell they were getting in that car and going home without a winter coat for her. He looked up and down the street and considered his opponent, and what was important to her.


    “I want a painting.”


    Her head reared back. “Seriously?”


    “Yeah. I want to commission one. That’s got to be worth thousands alone.”


    “I don’t know about—”


    “Do we have deal?”


    She pursed her lips, and he stood still, waiting her out. His gaze moved over her face, the strands of hair blowing across her cheek. He reached out and tucked it behind her ear, his gaze going to the hollow of her throat, the spot he ached to kiss. His fingers grazed her soft skin, lingered for a moment too long, and her gaze shot to his.


    “Say yes,” he said.


    He had to be a fucking masochist, because hearing “yes” on her lips would pretty much be the death of him.


    “Yes,” she said quietly, and it took every ounce of his restraint not to press his mouth to hers and lose himself in her sweetness.


    “Good.” He captured her hand and hurried his steps. Wind blew across his face but it didn’t do fuck-all to cool his hot blood. She somehow kept pace beside him, and when they reached the mall, he opened the glass door and ushered her inside. He hated shopping and bought everything he needed online, but she needed a coat and she needed it now. Which meant he had no choice but to face the early Christmas shoppers. Christ, Thanksgiving hadn’t hit yet, and the mall was packed.


    He stepped up to the directory, scanned the list of stores, and pointed to one that sounded promising.


    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Layla said.


    “What?”


    “That store is way too expensive, Parker.”


    “That’s where we’re going.”


    Her eyes went wide, and he captured her hand again and led her to the escalator. He guided her into the store that sold Canada Goose jackets and gestured for the sales lady.


    Arms folded, Layla looked around. She stepped up to one coat and nearly swallowed her tongue at the exorbitant price. “Parker—”


    “Thanksgiving,” he said.


    “What?”


    “This weekend. I want a Thanksgiving dinner with all the fixings as part of the payment, too.”


    “I’m not that good of a cook.”


    “I’m betting different.”


    “How can I help you?” the sales lady asked, looking over his coat and then turning her attention to Layla.


    “We need a coat. Something warm and long.”


    “I have the perfect one. It just came in.” she adjusted her glasses on the perch of her nose and looked Layla over, who seemed completely uncomfortable by the examination. “Small?” she asked.


    Layla nodded and followed her to the back of the store. She pulled a knee-length, light-blue coat from the rack. The lady held it up, and Layla slipped into it.


    She rubbed her hands over the sleeves and pulled the hood on and off. “It’s so warm,” she said. She did some sort of fashion turn in the mirror and checked out the back. “But Parker—”


    “We’ll take it,” he said. She was about to slip out of it, but Parker stopped her. “Leave it on.”


    She continued to check the coat out in the mirror, as he followed the sales lady to the counter, and after he paid, he went looking for her. He caught her standing in the mirror, a smile on her face as she played with the zipper. His throat squeezed. She was so fucking sweet, and if she’d let him, he’d buy her every goddamn coat in the place.


    “All set.”


    She turned to face him, and her hair flared. “Yeah.”


    “Looks good on you.” Fuck, a potato sack would look good on her. “You’re not going to give this one away are you?”


    “Can’t say.”


    “Layla—”


    She touched his arm and laughed. “Stop. I’m not going to give it away. At least not until I’ve worked off the debt.”


    He shook his head. “Let’s get home, I’m starving.”


    Home?


    Shit, she’d only been with him one week, and he was considering his place a home. Truthfully, the big penthouse never felt cozy before, but in a few short days, her presence had turned his sterile apartment into something that resembled home and hearth.


    You are in fucking trouble, dude.


    They made their way back outside and walked the block to his car. He helped her in and slid into the driver’s seat. Some song she liked came on the radio, and she jacked the volume and sang along. Parker shook his head. Whatever happened to his quiet, organized life? He grinned as she continued to sing off-key, but she didn’t seem to care a bit. Neither did he. He liked it. A lot.


    Twenty minutes later, he parked his car in the garage, and Gregory took them to the top floor. Layla chatted with him, and if Parker wasn’t mistaken, Gregory had a crush on her. Who could blame him? What wasn’t to like?


    Oh boy.


    They entered his place, and his stomach grumbled louder at the scent of food. “That smells good.”


    “Let’s wash up, and we’ll eat.”


    He followed her into the bathroom, and they rinsed their hands under the hot water, their fingers touching and sharing soap like it was the most natural thing in the world. God, she was so sweet and pretty, and he wanted her in the worst way. He pulled back and grabbed a towel, then handed it to her.


    Back in the kitchen, in need of a drink, he reached for a bottle of wine to go with dinner. “You think you’re okay to have a glass?”


    “I think I’ve been okay for a week now.”


    “So that’s a yes,” he said, not wanting the reminder that she could have left days ago but he continued to keep her here with him.


    She plated up two big bowls of beef stew, added the rolls that she’d baked earlier that afternoon, and set them on the island.


    “This looks amazing.”


    She beamed at him. “Thanks.”


    He took a bite and moaned. “Are these your grandma’s recipes?”


    She nodded. “I took over the cooking when she got sick.” She tapped her head. “All the recipes are in here now.”


    He rubbed his stomach. “And now in here.” She laughed at that, and he sucked in a breath as the sweet sound sizzled through him. Looking for a distraction, he said, “So you cooked and watched scary movies?” Her eyes glazed, and a smile touched her mouth. Was she remembering one of the good days? “You miss her,” he said, thinking of his own grandma and the emptiness inside him without her.


    “I do.”


    Heaviness settled around them as they finished their meals in quiet, and wanting to put a smile back on her pretty face, he lifted his head and said, “Are you busy tonight?”


    She shrugged. “I was going to study, why?”


    He stood, grabbed their empty plates, and put them in the sink. “Let’s go out.”


    She crinkled her nose. “But I have to study.”


    “We won’t be long.”


    “Well, where?”


    “It’s a surprise. Come on.”


    She stood, planted one hand on her slim waist, and glared at him. “I don’t like surprises, Parker.”


    “Don’t worry, it’s not a car coming out of nowhere and hitting you,” he teased. “I can guarantee you’ll like this one.”


    “Pretty sure of yourself aren’t you?”


    “I believe cocky is on the list.” He grabbed her new coat and helped her into it, then guided her to the elevator. She kept casting curious glances at him as they made their way to his car and out onto the dark street.


    “Where are we going?”


    “You’ll see.” He took a turn and eased onto the highway, and for the next thirty minutes, Layla stared out the window, her brow furrowed. When he finally pulled into a parking space at Slice of Life Art Gallery, her eyes went wide. His heart pinched at the sight of her. Seeing her this happy fucked with him hard.


    “Parker,” she cried, her hands clapping together.


    “Told you you’d like it.”


    He climbed from the car and circled it to help her out. She practically jumped from her seat, her eyes beaming with excitement.


    “I’ve never been to this gallery and always wanted to go, but the bus ride would have been forever.” She blinked up at him. “How did you know?”


    “Took a guess.”


    “Thank you.” She went up on her toes, and before he realized what she was doing, she kissed him on the mouth, but then she pulled back quickly. “I…uh…”


    His heart missed a beat as she fumbled for her words. “Come on,” he said and captured her hand. There’d be time for kissing later.


    Wait? What?


    Shit.


    “I can’t believe this,” she said quietly as her hurried footsteps matched his.


    He cast a sidelong glance at her and took in her incredulous expression. “Why not?”


    “I don’t know. This is just so nice, and no one has ever…”


    Her words trailed off, and in that moment, his stomach clenched. He hated that she never had anyone to watch out for her, take care of her, do nice things for her. Dammit, he wanted to be that guy. The one that gave her the world she wouldn’t dare ask for.


    “Nice, huh?” He nudged her with his shoulder. “Now that you’d never find on the list.”


    Her soft chuckle curled around him and breathed new life into his heart. He gave another tug of her hand and led her up the steps to the front door. He paid for their tickets, even though she tried to pay her own way, and when she shrugged out of her coat, like it would get in the way of her exploration, he held it for her.


    For the next two hours, they made their way around the exhibits, and Layla explained all the art. By the time they were finished, his face hurt from smiling. They circled the building and were back where they started, but Layla didn’t look like she was ready to leave.


    “Want to do another round.”


    She laughed and put her hand on his arm. “Oh, Parker. I wouldn’t put you through that again.”


    “I don’t mind.” Truthfully, he didn’t. Yeah, sure, this wasn’t really his thing, but it was hers, and if Layla wanted to spend the next ten hours here, he’d be more than happy to. Hell, he’d personally rent the whole place for a week if she wanted to stay here that long.


    “No, I really need to get some studying in.”


    “Okay, we can come back another time if you want.”


    They talked quietly as they drove home, and once inside the penthouse, she stretched and yawned.


    “Why don’t you go study, and I’ll finish up these dishes.”


    She hesitated. “Are you sure?”


    He turned her and pointed her toward her bedroom. “I took up enough of your time tonight.”


    “Thank you, Parker,” she said quietly, so quietly he had to strain to hear her. He was glad her back was to him, because the soft way she said his name, thanked him for tonight, just about did him in. He fought he urge to turn her back around and find her lips, finish the kiss they started at the gallery.


    As she disappeared down the hallway, he went to the kitchen, working to tame his cock. After loading the dishwasher and wiping down the counter, he made his way to her room. She always kept her door cracked, so he peeked inside and gestured with a nod to his office.


    “I have some work to do. Call if you need me.”


    “I’m probably going to have a bath and then study. I’ll come see you before I go to bed.”


    It was strange how that was becoming a routine, checking in with each other all the time. He’d never answered to anyone and never wanted to, but oddly enough he liked the dynamic they had.


    He made his way to his office and booted up his computer, but the splashing of water running in the bathroom and the sweet aroma of jasmine bath salts kept pulling his focus. When she began humming, he lost all train of thought. How the hell was he supposed to concentrate when he was being assaulted by her sounds, her scent—he touched his mouth, recalling that one hot kiss—her taste? He swiveled in his chair and stared out over the ocean, so lost in Layla, he hadn’t realized she’d stopped humming and was now standing beside him. How long had he been adrift in thought?


    “You okay?” she asked quietly.


    “Yeah, why?” he said, sounding like he’d just eaten a bucket of dirt. He cock was hard, pressing against his zipper, but if he adjusted now, she’d notice.


    “You’re rubbing your neck.”


    He pulled his hand away. “I didn’t even realize.”


    “You work too hard.”


    “Yeah, I know.” He scoffed. “But you’re one to talk.”


    “True. What are you working on that has you so tense?” She placed her hand on his neck and rubbed his taut tendons. Every other muscle in his body stiffened—one in particular.


    “Layla,” he said, to stop her as her sweet scent teased his cock.


    “Yeah.”


    “What are you doing?”


    “You just seem so stressed. I’m trying to help you relax.”


    Oh, there was one way she could help him release the tension, but he was so not going there.


    “You need to stop touching me all the time,” he bit out through clenched teeth.


    Without removing her hand, she asked, “Why? You told me you liked my touch.”


    “It’s just that all this contact—”


    “Is it hurting you?”


    “Yes and no.”


    “Which is it?”


    Before the situation escalated beyond his power to stop it, he put his hand over hers to still it and slowly rose from his chair. He needed to get out of there, go for a run, a swim, anything to clear his head before he did something he could only regret later. She was sweet and innocent and too damn good for him. But when he turned and found her dressed in a barely there tank top that showcased her perfect breasts, and pajama pants that rode low on her slim hips as she stared at him with those big fucking brown eyes, lust exploded inside him. She was so damn beautiful. Mesmerizing.


    Walk away, Parker.


    He swallowed, and dipped his head. “Layla.”


    “Yeah.”


    She wet her mouth, and as her lips parted, every coherent thought he had packed a bag and headed south. As he took in the pink flush on her pale cheeks, her body all warm and damp from her bath, heat streaked through him. He sucked in a breath hoping it would clear his head, but as he filled his lungs with her scent, he knew he was done for. So totally fucking done for.


    He touched her damp cheek, flattening his palm on her face, and she leaned into him, a soft mewling sound in her throat. That sound. Jesus Fucking Christ, that sound. She might as well have just stroked his cock…with her tongue.


    “Layla,” he said again and wrapped his arm around her waist to pull her to him.


    “Parker,” she whispered in response and lifted her chin, her sweet mouth still poised open, his for the taking if he wanted to. And yeah, he fucking wanted to.


    Sexual tension crackled the air, and he tried to think, but his composure was slipping away. “We shouldn’t do this.”


    “I—” she began, but before she even finished her sentence, his mouth slammed down over hers, blindsided by need. Restless, edgy, agitated by his hunger, he kissed her deeply, savoring the sweet taste of her. Christ, this was wrong, so fucking wrong, but he couldn’t seem to resist her. Her body melted against his, and he backed her up until she was against his desk. He lifted her, setting her on the files spread across the mahogany top, and gripped her knees, slowly spreading them. He slipped in between, pushing his hard cock against her softness.


    “Oh,” she said between kisses, the pleasure in her voice exciting him as her hands moved over his body with aroused eagerness. He slid his fingers through her hair, holding her mouth to his like he was afraid she’d come to her senses and flee. Heat ripped through him, the want burning through his blood unlike anything he’d ever felt before.


    She whimpered with pleasure, the sweet, torturous sounds making his dick throb harder. He broke the kiss and struggled to fill his lungs, rattled by the things she roused in him.


    Need thickened his voice when he said, “Layla, I can’t… If you’re looking—”


    “I’m not looking for anything other than tonight, Parker.”


    He kissed her again, desperate, addicted, their tongues tangling and tasting, the heat between them tremendous. A strangled noise caught in his throat. Jesus, he was so fucked when it came to her. Fighting a damn losing battle, that’s what he’d been doing. She made a sexy noise and shifted, her lips moving under his as he pillaged her mouth.


    Panting heavily, he tore his mouth away and tugged her until she was standing. In a move that had her gasping, he spun her around, until her back was pressed against his chest. He inched back, splayed his fingers above the soft swell of her backside, and slid them up, until he was holding the back of her neck. He gave a small push, and she leaned forward, bracing her hands on the desk.


    He stepped back into her, pushing his cock against her sweet ass. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve wanted to do this?” he asked, pushing her hair to the side and kissing her neck.


    “No,” she murmured.


    “Let’s just say months now.” Ever since he set eyes on her at Uncommon Grounds, he wanted her, but he avoided her at all costs, looking everywhere and anywhere but at her when he picked up his coffee. No way did he want to corrupt a sweet thing like her.


    “But…”


    Her words fell off when his hands slid around her slim waist and dipped under her tank top. Her body practically quaked as his fingers began a journey upward, reveling in the silkiness of her skin. When he reached the soft swell of her breast, he let loose an agonized moan. “You are so perfect.” He brushed her nipples with his thumb, and they tightened. “I want my mouth on these,” he whispered into her ear.


    “Yes,” she murmured, her voice rough with desire. She arched her back, pressing her breasts harder against his hands, and he flattened them over both mounds. Her breasts were tiny, but so damn perfect for his hands and mouth. Way better than the fake silicone ones he was used to. Christ, he hated them.


    He spent a long time stroking and massaging her breasts. His fingers began a slow exploration downward until he reached the band on her pajamas. She pulled her hand from the desk and reached behind her head to touch his shoulders.


    As she stretched out, he ran one hand down her arm, shaping her body. Questing fingers dipped inside her cotton pajama pants, and when his fingers met with soft curls, damp with passion, he nearly shot off then and there.


    “You’re not wearing any panties,” he murmured against her neck.


    “I don’t wear them to bed,” she whispered.


    A noise crawled out of his throat, his mind taking him back to when they shared a bed. “Yeah, I remember.” He remembered all right. Remembered everything about her, from her touch, taste, and scent, to the way she writhed in bed, making his cock so goddamn hard.


    He touched her gently and opened her soft folds. Once he had her spread, he ran his finger from bottom to top, her wetness damn near doing him in. The second he touched her clit, she whimpered, and gyrated her hips.


    “You want this? You want me?” he asked, needing, for some unfathomable reason to hear her say it.


    “Yes,” came her breathy reply.


    In a move that seemed to take her by surprise, he spun her around and scooped her up—despite that being her first request on their contact contract. She wrapped her legs around his waist as he hurried to his bedroom, needing her naked so he could do things to her—dirty, delicious things, like bury his face between her legs until she came for him. Some small, coherent part of him registered that he always had sex at upscale hotels, never in his bed, and that he was breaking all his rules with her, but he was too far gone down a path he shouldn’t be traveling to consider the implications of his actions.


    Using careful movements, he placed her on the edge of his bed. She shifted to the center and spread her arms and legs. He cursed under his breath. If she started making snow angels, he’d have no choice but to go at her like the fucking devil himself. She pulled her damp hair out from beneath her and splayed it over his pillow.


    “Parker,” she said, reaching for him.


    He tore off his sweater and T-shirt and kicked off his jeans. As his cock sprang free, her eyes widened, the soft brown deepening. Christ almighty, had she never seen a cock before? She was innocent, yes, but no way could she be that innocent, right?


    He studied her expression, a knot tightening in his gut. “Layla,” he began.


    She lifted her hips, and as her body beckoned his, it was all he could do to think straight. “I want to touch you,” she whispered. The need in her voice as she reached across the bed and ran her warm, soft fingers over his girth, shut down his last working brain cell.


    “Fuck, yes,” he murmured, his train of thought derailing. Why did everything feel so good with her? Wait, what was it he was going to ask her? Fuck, how could he be expected to remember anything when she was stroking him like that, exploring every inch of his cock and torturing the living fuck out of him? A second hand joined the first, rubbing and teasing the long length of him. He throbbed and jerked forward, needing more…everything. It was frightening how much he wanted her.


    He closed his eyes, taking deep labored breaths to get his shit together as pressure brewed between his legs. “Enough,” he said, and wrapped his fingers around her wrists to remove her hands.


    Dark lashes flashed, the soft pink stain on her cheeks the sexiest thing he’d ever seen. He slid onto the bed, crawling between her knees. Going back on his heels, he took his sweet time staring at her, despite the throbbing between his legs.


    “You are so beautiful, and just so you know, a man would have to be blind not to notice you.”


    “You noticed me?” she asked.


    He laughed, but it held no humor. “Yeah.” He leaned forward, his hands spanning her waist as he pushed her tank top up until her gorgeous breasts were exposed. “Take this off for me,” he said, unable to tear his eyes away from her hard nipples. His mouth watered as she bent at the waist, lifting herself from the mattress and bringing her body closer to his. Her chest rose and fell erratically as she peeled the shirt over her head and tossed it away. Warm breath scorched his chest, and his blood pressure soared as he knelt a moment longer, taking in her natural beauty as his body registered every delicious detail.


    He fell over her, shifting to balance on one arm. “These,” he said, “these need my mouth.”


    “Yes,” she said with a certainty that brought a smile to his face


    “But first here,” he said pushing her hair back to expose the long column of her neck. He brushed his tongue along the hollow in her throat, the taste of her skin fucking with his mind.


    She moved against him, her body conveying without words what she wanted, and he slid lower, to swipe his tongue across her sensitized nipples.


    “Oh…yes,” she murmured, her hands going around his head and fisting his hair. He licked and nibbled, sucked and tugged gently with his teeth. She moved and writhed, everything in her beckoning his touch, demanding his attention elsewhere on her body.


    Even though he hadn’t spent nearly as much time on her breasts as he would have liked, he consoled himself with the fact that they’d be doing this again. Now that he had a taste of her, it would take an army to keep him from her. But right now, she needed his mouth between her legs, and who was he not to honor that request.


    He slid down her body, pressing his nose against her soft flesh and filling his lungs with her scent as he shimmied lower. His tongue met with the band of her pants and he went back on his heels again.


    “Lift,” he said, and when her hips came up, the same move she pulled in the kitchen the first night he brought her home, he was sure he’d died and gone to heaven.


    He tugged the band. “When you move like this, do you have any idea what it does to me?”


    She shook her head, those big eyes wide and innocent. “No.”


    “Do you want to know?”


    “Yeah,” she said quietly, her hips still in the air as he tugged, slowly exposing her sweet sex.


    He removed her pants, spread her legs wide for better access, and gripped his cock. He stroked it, showing her just how hard she made him. “This…this is what it does to me.” Her breath came in a ragged burst as he rubbed himself. “When you move like that, it makes me crazy. Turns me into a fucking caveman. The night I bandaged your knee, you’re lucky I didn’t flip you over, spread your legs and pound into you.”


    “Oh.”


    He laughed. “That’s all you have to say, oh?”


    “I might have liked that.”


    “Fuck,” he said. As her eyes caressed him with heat, he leaned forward, and buried his face between her legs. Her throaty purr resonated through him when he gave her one long stroke, widening her lips with his tongue. Her body quaked at the first sweet touch of his tongue to her clit.


    “Parker,” she murmured, her hips lifting in the way that made him batshit crazy. Desire twisted inside him when she grabbed a fistful of his hair and tugged. “That is so good.” He flattened his tongue, lapping her slowly, gently, swirling the soft blade around her swollen nub, making her as crazed as he was.


    He slid a finger inside her, and she whimpered. Fuck, she was tight. How the hell would he last? His cock throbbed, screaming at him for release. He drew a shaky breath, and stroked the hot bundle of nerves inside her as he drew her clit into his mouth for a long luxurious suck. Her sweet taste exploded on his tongue, and he growled as she moved her body against his mouth.


    “Just like that,” she cried out, a desperate edge to her voice.


    He moved his finger in and out, stoking the fire inside her. She moaned and he tilted his head back to see her. When his gaze met eyes full of urgent need, his heart slammed inside his chest, loving that look on her face.


    Turning his attention back to the needy spot between her legs, he flicked his tongue out and applied more pressure to her clit, desperate to ease the tension inside her. The sound of her indrawn breath filled the air, and her sex clenched around his finger.


    “That’s it,” he whispered, their moans of pleasure blending. As her body trembled from head to toe, he stayed between her legs, drawing out her pleasure, until she came back down to earth. He gave her one last feathery light caress, then climbed up her body.


    His mouth found hers, and his cock throbbed at her sexy sigh of pleasure. He pushed her damp hair from her forehead, as her arms went around his neck. He peppered kisses over her jaw, her throat, hunger consuming his thoughts as he whispered, “I need to be inside you.”


    “I need that, too,” she said.


    His muscles bunched as he repositioned, and something niggled in the back of his arousal-fogged brain. He reached for the thought, pulling it to the forefront. Oh, shit, right. “Condom,” he murmured. Christ, how could he have forgotten about a condom? What the hell was this woman doing to him?


    Her arms tightened around his back, and while he knew he needed to move, he couldn’t bring himself to break the contact. So much for his offer to draw up a contact contract.


    “Hurry,” she said, pulling him closer and making moving difficult. He quickly extricated himself, grabbed a condom from his nightstand, and rolled it on.


    He fell back over her, and she ran her nails over his back, a vicious tease, that alluded to the fact that she might not be as inexperienced as he first thought she was. Good. He didn’t want to be the guy to take away anyone’s innocence, especially hers.


    Her legs slid around his back and tightened, and as her thighs hugged his hips, his hunger turned carnal, scaring him a little bit. With raw need overwhelming him and messing with his ability to think with clarity, he powered into her, momentarily meeting with resistance as he worked to seat himself inside. But he was too far gone, too lost in the moment for the barrier to register. All he could think about was how good she fucking felt as he sank deep into her plush softness. She gasped, her fingers clawing at his back.


    “Parker,” she cried out, her tight muscles squeezing so hard, it took every ounce of strength he had not to lose it.


    A moan built on far too many months of sexual need rumbled in his throat as blinding pleasure raced through his blood. Unable to think, only able to feel, he rocked into her, as he gave her every inch of himself. Her breath was hot on his neck, as he drove impossibly deeper, taking full possession of her body, pounding into her, unable to get deep enough. Pressure brewed, coming to a peak, and he clenched down, needing this to end almost as much as he needed it to continue.


    “Layla,” he whispered, burying his face in her throat, as he slipped a hand between their bodies to stroke her. She sucked in air, quick, shallow pants as he steered her to the precipice a second time. He angled his body, powering in to her, taking her deeper, needing… Fuck, he didn’t know what he needed.


    A tremor wracked her body, and he moaned against her throat. As she squeezed his cock, he let go, his climax sending ripples onward and upward through his body. Fuck, sex had never felt so good. His cock throbbed and pulsed, as he depleted himself high inside her.


    Body drained, he fell over her, crushing her with his weight as he worked to breathe, the effects of his orgasm still messing with his brain. A minute passed, then two, and he lifted his head to see her. Her sweet breath rushed over his face and fired his arousal again.


    “Hey,” he murmured.


    “Hey, yourself,” she said, her smile so angelic and pure, it made him feel a little peculiar, and almost had him forgetting he didn’t do relationships.


    As he took in her innocent sensuality, his mind once again began to work, but as soon as he had a working brain cell, reality hit like a sucker punch, and his bliss—the high from his release—disappeared. He pulled out and jerked backward, settling himself on his knees between her legs.


    Holy. Fuck.


    Unease wound its way through his body as his gaze moved over her face. Sweat beaded on his forehead and he swiped at it. “You were a virgin,” he said, a statement not a question.


    “Yeah,” she responded, her voice not quite steady.


    He gripped a fistful of his hair and tugged. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    She gave a casual roll of one shoulder. “Why does it matter?”


    “It just does, okay?”


    She frowned in confusion. “Why?”


    “Because I thought, I didn’t want…” He shook his head, trying to wrap his brain around all this. “Your first time shouldn’t have been with me, Layla. Not with a guy like me.”


    “But that’s what I wanted,” she said quickly. She sat up and touched his shoulder, and he flinched, feeling like a world-class prick for taking her virginity. Christ, everything about her screamed inexperience. He should have fought harder to control himself. Should have sent her home a week ago. Should have drawn up the contract.


    Why the hell didn’t he?


    A curtain of hair fell over her shoulder, and she brushed it back, exposing her naked body. “I didn’t want my first time to be with some fumbling boy from college or the coffee shop. I wanted a man, one with experienced hands.”


    He put his hands on his thighs and looked at them. Yeah, they were experienced, but fuck, after touching Layla, he wasn’t sure he ever wanted to touch another.


    “Did I hurt you?” Jesus, if he hurt her he’d never forgive himself.


    She gave a fast shake of her head. “No.”


    His stomach churned. “Stop lying to me.”


    “I’m not.”


    “Layla,” he managed to say around the lump pushing into his throat.


    “Okay, it hurt a bit. But that’s normal. It has nothing to do with you.”


    “It has everything to do with me.” A wave of tenderness swamped him as he took in her worried expression, the way her lashes were fluttering over her big brown eyes. “Next time will be better for you, I promise.” She opened her mouth to say something, but he stopped her, trying to ignore the possessive tug on his emotions. “You deserve that much from me.”


    He drew a calming breath and closed his eyes, working to understand what the hell just happened. He’d always been in control of every aspect of his life, his work, and his feelings. Except when it came to Layla, that control was slowly disappearing.


    But he couldn’t be with her outside of the physical. He was totally anti-marriage; a jaded asshole who didn’t trust in love—women always wanted something from him. He couldn’t give her anything other than a good time in bed. Not that she wanted more from him anyway. She’d told him she wasn’t looking for anything other than one night, and when her apartment was ready, she’d be out of there.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Layla couldn’t help but smile, her body hurting in places it never had before. But it was a good sore, a great one really, and reminded her of the way Parker had taken her only a few short hours ago. It kind of surprised her that he made such a big deal out of her virginity, that after sex he ran her a tub with bath salts and sat on the edge to watch over her while she bathed. Her heart squeezed. If she wasn’t careful, she could fall hard for the guy, and that would be a huge mistake. She had a career to concentrate on. Falling for some billionaire who didn’t believe in marriage—not that she did, either—could only distract her from her goals, and she swore long ago, never to get sidetracked, never to find herself uneducated and alone—or knocked up—like her mother.


    “What are you doing?”


    Parker’s voice came from behind her, and she spun around. “I couldn’t sleep.”


    As his gaze left hers to move over the ingredients on the countertop, she took in his low-slung jeans and bare chest. He was so beautiful. “So you thought you’d make cookies?”


    “Yeah, you want to help?”


    He shrugged. “Sure. It’s not like I can sleep with you out here making so much noise.”


    She laughed. “You don’t sleep anyway. I hear you wandering at all hours.” She handed him a measuring cup and bag of chocolate chips. “Fill this.” He took it from her, and she eyed him. “What’s going on in that head of yours that keeps you up half the night anyway?”


    “Work.”


    He tossed a chocolate chip into his mouth, and as he chewed, warmth streaked through her. She still couldn’t quite believe she’d had sex with him, or how comfortable she felt with him afterwards, how tender and sweet he was. Sure, she’d set out to seduce him, but all week he seemed hell-bent on keeping his distance—not that she could blame him after outlining the contract—until last night.


    With a new closeness between them, she nudged him with her elbow. “Tell me more.”


    “It’ll bore you.”


    “The museum bored you. I owe you one,” she teased, and held the bowl out, and indicated for him to dump the chocolate chips in. “Talk.” As she stirred, he tossed a few more chocolate chips into his mouth.


    “I’m having a hell of a time getting less expensive suppliers, and still keeping the same quality product.”


    “Uh…”


    He laughed and sat down on the stool across from her as she grabbed a spoon and dropped dollops of dough onto the pan. “My team and I are designing glasses for the blind.”


    Her eyes widened. “Really?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Wait, I think I remember reading something about that in the paper. Tell me more.”


    She stopped working as she listened, taking in the fine worry lines around his eyes as he talked, explaining his mission. She had to admit, the whole thing was rather fascinating.


    “I’m impressed.”


    “You should be.”


    She grinned. “Wait until you taste one of these.” Turning, she adjusted the temperature on the oven and slid the tray in. “They won’t give anyone the gift of sight, but they sure do taste good.”


    “Come here,” he said, pushing his chair away from the counter. She stepped up to him, and he widened his legs, pulling her in between. His gaze moved over her face as he pushed her hair back. “Why are you really up?”


    “I don’t know. I just couldn’t sleep. Probably exam stress.”


    He arched a brow. “Still stressed? You know I can take care of that right?”


    She laughed and swatted him. “One-track mind much?” Then again, who was she to talk? All she could think about was Parker, the way he’d touched her—the way she wanted him to touch her again.


    “Yeah, I know, but it’s too soon for you.”


    She was going to come back with some smart-ass comment about how she’d be the judge of that, but the dark circles around his eyes changed her focus. “Was the idea for the glasses yours?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I think it’s brilliant.”


    “If I don’t get production costs down, I can kiss the project goodbye.”


    “But these glasses will make SKYWEB millions, right? Why the worry about production costs?”


    “If costs are too high, the glasses will be priced out of the market, and I refuse to settle for a cheaper product. Our clients deserve the best at an affordable price.” He pinched his nose and gave a hard shake of his head. “Do you have any idea how many deaths and accidents could be prevented? Not to mention giving people a better quality of life.”


    He looked past her shoulder, his eyes troubled, and that’s when it occurred to her this was personal for him.


    “Parker?” She cupped his cheeks, drawing his attention back to her. “Is this about your grandmother?”


    His throat worked as he swallowed. “She couldn’t see the box that fell near the stairs, probably knocked down by one of her cats. If she’d had on the glasses, they would have described her surroundings in detail, and she never would have tripped.”


    “I’m so sorry, Parker.” She touched his face. “I understand why this is so important to you.”


    “Grandma, and I… Well, she practically raised me. I love my folks, but Mom was never in the picture, and when Dad wasn’t working, he was womanizing.”


    “I can relate, sort of.”


    “Yeah?” He ran a strand of her hair between his fingers, the tenderness in his gaze making her forget she didn’t talk about her past, didn’t trust men.


    “My dad left us when I was young.” He shook his head and scowled. “My mom, well, she gave up going to college to raise me, and after dad left, we had nothing. She wasn’t qualified for anything other than waitressing, and that barely paid the bills, or for child care.” She sucked in a breath and willed the tears not to fall. “Just like you found your grandma, I found my mom. Only I didn’t realize she wasn’t sleeping. I was only five and shook her and shook her trying to wake her up.” Unable to hold them back any longer, a few tears spilled down her cheek, and Parker gently brushed them away.


    “I’m so sorry, Layla.”


    She sniffed, swallowed, and laid her head on his shoulder. He stroked her hair, and they stayed quiet for a long time, both lost in thoughts. Finally, she inched back and broke the quiet.


    “I didn’t know what to do. I waited for hours, and then I wandered outside in nothing but a thin nightgown in the dead of winter. The neighbors found me, and the rest, as they say, is history.”


    “That’s a terrible thing to happen to a little girl.”


    “As I grew older, I made the vow to never, ever rely on a man for anything. I plan to make my own way in this world. I never want to find myself a mother, helpless, without my own income to take care of my child if the guy I’m with decides to bail.” She sniffed and nodded. “So I guess we both lost very important women in our lives. Looks like we have more in common than I thought.”


    “Except you still want that white picket fence,” he said, and she could tell he was trying to lighten her mood.


    She grinned. “I never claimed that. What do you have against white fences?”


    “Don’t even get me started.”


    “Tell me more about your family.”


    “Like I said, I love my Mom and Dad, and my Gran, but she never did much care for my mother. She was quite vocal that she was a social climber who trapped my dad with pregnancy to keep him.”


    “Is that true?”


    “I don’t know.” He scrubbed his chin, scratched the soft bristles. “All I know is she was a waitress and got pregnant with me before they married.” He shrugged. “Did they love each other? I can’t really say. Maybe they did at one point. They fought a lot.”


    “Maybe she wants to fix her mistakes through you.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “She doesn’t like the women you date right?”


    “True.”


    “Maybe she wants you to marry for love. Find a girl who likes you for who you are and not what you can give her.”


    “Maybe, and she can want that all she likes, but that’s never going to happen.”


    “Why not?”


    “I can give you five million reasons.”


    “That’s a lot of reasons, Parker.”


    He scoffed. “More like a lot of money.”


    “Money?” She angled her head, unable to put the pieces together. “What are you talking about?”


    “I made a pact with five guys from Yale right after our graduation.”


    “This is getting interesting,” she said, and he grinned. “What kind of pact?”


    “None of us believe in marriage.”


    “Why not?”


    “Most of us had seen too much manipulation, so to prevent one of us from getting trapped, we made a pact. If one walks down the aisle, he has to pay each man one million dollars. That’s a lot of reasons to think twice, right?”


    She gave a low whistle. Money clearly meant a lot to the guys, but she sensed it went deeper with Parker. “You’re right, that is a lot of reasons. Too many, really.”


    He exhaled slowly. “But seriously, though, I don’t want anyone to manipulate me the way my mom supposedly did with my dad. That shit’s pretty serious, and hateful.”


    “It is,” she said, understanding his fears of commitment and trust ran deep.


    The scent of chocolate chip cookies filled the air just as the timer went off. He gave her a little whack on the ass to move her. “Let me get that.” He stood and set her on the stool, then used the dishcloth to pull the cookies from the oven.


    “These look good.” He reached for one and pulled his hand back. “Fuck, that’s hot.”


    Layla laughed and jumped from the stool. She whacked him away. “Yeah, four hundred degrees hot. Get out of there before you burn yourself.”


    He shook his hand. “Too late for that.”


    She winced and turned on the cold water. “Come here.” She took his hand and ran his fingertips under the nozzle. “What a pair we make,” she said. “Between my cuts and your burns.”


    He chuckled, and she turned the water off. Parker grabbed the dishtowel and dried her hands, then glanced over her knuckles. “They’re healing nicely.” He lifted his head, met her eyes, and cringed. “I still feel pretty shitty about hitting you.”


    She shrugged. “It’s okay.” Heck, if he hadn’t, she never would have met him, never would have known the pleasure of his touch. “I don’t mind.”


    He eyed her. “You don’t mind?”


    “Maybe that wasn’t—” before she could explain, a ring sounded from the other room.


    “Shit, that’s my cell phone.” He glanced at the clock and frowned. “Who the hell would be calling at three in the morning?”


    “I don’t know, but you’d better go find out.”


    As he darted to his bedroom, she stayed in the kitchen, wanting to give him privacy. Since he had no cooling racks—heck, she was lucky she found a baking sheet—she removed the cookies and set them on a plate. A piece fell off, and she popped it into her mouth and chewed. It turned to sawdust when Parker came back around the corner, his face white, his brow pulled into a deep frown.


    “What?” she asked, wiping her hands on her pajama pants as unease moved through her.


    “It’s mom. She’s in the ER again,” he explained a frightened edge to his voice that she’d never heard before.


    “Please tell me it’s indigestion.”


    He gave a slow shake of his head and stared at the floor.


    Unease turned to fear. “Parker?” Oh Jesus, something was wrong. Very wrong. Memories of finding her mother once again rushed to the forefront, and a sick knot gripped her gut.


    “I don’t think it’s indigestion. She’s never had an incident in the middle of the night before. If she was faking it, I don’t think she’d…” His head slowly lifted, eyes locked on her. “I’m worried.”


    Layla dropped everything and pushed away from the counter. “Okay, let’s go.”


    He stiffened and blinked. “Wait, what?”


    She started to move past him. “I’m going with you, and I’m driving.”


    He reached for her arm to stop her, and she spun back around. “Layla, I’m perfectly capable…”


    As he droned on, she shook her head. My God, was that what she sounded like? Hell, that was annoying. Ignoring his tirade, she said, “The clock is ticking, Parker.” She stepped away, needing to change out of her pajamas. She hurried to her bedroom, pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweater. Instead of combing out her hair, she grabbed an elastic, and tied it back. That’s about as good as she got at three in the morning. Parker was just coming out of his room when she walked past on her way to the hall closet to get her coat.


    Her heart squeezed at the worried look on his face. He might be a hardheaded, arrogant bully sometimes, a guy who could give aspirin a headache, but he sure cared deeply about his mother. He touched her arm, stopping her, and she was about to pull away. He could protest all he wanted. She was not letting him go to the hospital alone. He was in no shape to drive, and who knew who he’d run over this time? She opened her mouth but shut it again when she caught the warmth in his eyes.


    “Thank you,” was all he said, his voice soft, intimate, a vulnerability about him she’d never seen before.


    As something warm passed between them, her heart went into her throat.


    Oh God, Layla, be careful with this one.


    She swallowed and reminded herself what this really was. A guy taking care of a girl he ran over—and a little sex to pass the time. “No worries,” she said, hoping her voice wasn’t as shaky as her hands. She ran her palms over her coat—one she still needed to pay for—wanting him to believe her reasons for going weren’t entirely personal, even though they were. “I still owe you, remember.”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Layla found a metered spot outside the hospital and powered down his Tesla. She turned to check on him, but he was already out of the car. She slid from the driver’s side and met him on the sidewalk, and when she put her arm around his back, he dragged her tighter against his body. The cool night air whipped at them as they made their way inside, and he was grateful for the winter coat she was wearing.


    Sirens whirred as an ambulance sped past them, driving to the emergency bay doors on the other side of the building, and a nervous sensation moved through him. He stole a quick glance at Layla. This couldn’t be easy on her, either, considering the story she’d told him about her mother.


    “You okay?” he asked.


    She blinked up at him, and the worry in her eyes slammed into him. What a hell of a night they were having. “Yeah, you?”


    He nodded, and when they entered the hospital, the familiar smell of antiseptic tickled his nose. Parker hurried to the nurse’s station and Layla stood back as he spoke, but she was still within earshot, right there if he needed her. He cast a quick glance over his shoulder to check on her and found her gripping her zipper and tugging it up and down, like she needed to busy her hands.


    “Fourth floor room 403,” the nurse said. “Family only.”


    He captured Layla’s hand and gave a tug. “Come on.”


    “Didn’t she just say family only?”


    “Yeah.”


    At the moment, he didn’t give two shits about the rules. He wanted—no, needed—Layla standing beside him, especially if the news was bad. They hurried down the hall, following a long yellow arrow that took them to a bank of elevators. He pressed the button, and a second later, the doors peeled open. The hospital was quiet this time of night, so they rode up to the fourth floor alone—telemetry ward, whatever the hell that meant—and in silence, and a burst of anxiety hit like a sucker punch when they stopped.


    It seemed to take forever for the doors to reopen, and when they did, he hurried out and glanced at the room numbers. He found his mother’s, took a deep breath, and walked in.


    “Mom,” he said rushing to her, feeling like a complete jerk when he found her lying there, hooked up to wires and machinery. All this time he thought she’d been faking, but she wasn’t.


    “Parker,” she said, her voice low and weak. In the semi-lit room, as a nurse took her vitals, she reached for him.


    “Yeah, it’s me; I’m here. Are you okay?” He looked at the nurse for more information, but she didn’t say anything.


    “Tonight of all night’s I thought it was indigestion,” she said, forcing a smile. “You know how much I love that spicy chili from Benny’s.” She made a face and said, “I helped myself to two bowls.”


    “Mom,” he said, taking her hand.


    “I’m fine,” she said. “It was just a slight heart attack.”


    Slight? Was there really such a thing?


    “They called your father, too,” she said.


    “They did? Why?”


    “His name is on my file. We’re still married, and he’s listed as my next of kin.”


    Parker didn’t miss the longing in her voice. If he wasn’t mistaken, and he had to be, it sounded like she missed him. But how could that be? They hadn’t been together in four years, and all they did when there were together was butt heads—sort of like him and Layla.


    “What’s the doctor saying?”


    “He’s here now,” the nurse said, pointing behind him. “I’ll be back in to check on you later in the hour,” she said to his mom, giving her a comforting tap on the hand. The doctor stepped up beside his mother, and as he asked how she was feeling, Parker turned to find a very pale Layla bracing herself against the wall.


    Shit.


    He hurried to her and put his arm around her waist. “You need to sit.” She nodded and let him help her in the chair. He dropped to one knee and cupped her white face. “Layla, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let you come.”


    “I want to be here for you.” She shook her head, took a deep breath in, and let it out slowly. “I’m okay, just old memories, you know. I’m fine now. I just needed a minute.” He pressed his forehead to hers and held her for a moment.


    “Tough,” he said. “Toughest girl I know.”


    “Go talk to the doctor,” she said, her warm breath falling over his face as she nudged him.


    “You sure?”


    “I’m sure. Now go. Your mother needs you.”


    I want you to need me, too.


    As that thought hit like a damn freight train, frightening him a little…okay, a lot…he moved to the bed and introduced himself to the doctor. “Mom said she had a slight heart attack.”


    The doctor flipped through the chart he was holding and said, “We believe it’s unstable angina.”


    Parker braced himself, fearing the worst. “That sounds really bad.”


    “Not as bad as all that,” the doctor said. “Tomorrow we’ll do a stress test. If there are no problems, she’ll be discharged and given a prescription for Nitro, to be taken as needed.”


    “And if there are problems?”


    “Could be a blockage. We’d have to do a cardiac cath.”


    “If discharged, she’ll need around-the-clock care, right?”


    “Not—”


    “I can take care of that.”


    Parker spun around at the sound of his father’s voice. He stood for one shocked moment, then said, “I thought you were in Fiji.”


    His dad shrugged, but there was real worry in his gaze as it flicked to Parker’s mom who was also staring at him with wide eyes. “Home now.” His father walked up to him and gave him a hug. “Good to see you, son.”


    “You, too.”


    “Charlotte,” he said breaking the hold on Parker to go see his wife. “You scared the hell out of me.”


    “Oh, Albert, you think this is all about you,” she shot back.


    Parker inched back to give them a moment to spar, more shocked than his mom to see his dad there.


    “Hey,” Layla said, standing to put her arms around his waist. “That’s your dad, huh?”


    He ran his hands through his hair. “Yeah. Weird, really,” he said lowering his voice to match hers. “I never thought he’d come here.”


    “Who is this lovely lady with you, Parker?” his father said.


    Parker spun. “Oh, ah, it’s Layla,” he said. “Layla Fallon, this is my dad, Albert and my mom, Charlotte.”


    “Nice to meet you,” Layla said quietly. “I’ve heard a lot about you both.”


    “Really?” his mom piped in, a new hue to her cheeks, as she narrowed her eyes. “And how come we’ve never heard anything about you?”


    “Mom—” Parker began, but when a machine beeped, a reminder of her condition—not that he needed it—worry once again raced through him. How could he have believed she’d been faking? What a shit son he’d been.


    “If you told her all about us, she must be special,” his mom said.


    Parker swallowed and took a quick moment to consider his mother’s physical state. All she ever wanted was for him to settle down with a nice girl. Well, Layla was certainly a nice girl, even though he had no intentions of ever settling down with her. But under the circumstance he couldn’t tell his mom that. Right now he needed to say whatever she wanted to hear, to reduce her stress and make her happy.


    “She’s my fiancée,” he blurted out without thinking, and Layla went completely stiff in his arms.


    Both his mother’s and father’s eyes went wide. “Parker,” his mother said. “I had no idea.”


    “This is great news, son,” his dad said.


    “We’ve been keeping it a secret for now.” He gave a casual roll of one shoulder even though his insides were screaming at him. What the fuck are you doing, dude?

    “You know how the tabloids are.”


    “Layla, is it?” his mom asked, a new light in her eyes.


    Layla tightened her hold on him. “Yes.”


    “Come here, dear.” His mom lifted her hand and crooked her fingers. “Closer where I can see you.”


    She reluctantly let him go and walked to the side of the bed. Parker stood there, his legs unmoving as his mind raced. Shit. Shit. Shit. Would she play along or put an end to this charade right now?


    Layla was right. His car wasn’t stupid. He was.


    “What a pretty little thing,” his mom said. “What do you do, Layla?”


    “Art history student at Washington State.”


    His mother smiled. “Oh, and smart, too.” She pulled one of Layla’s hands in to hers, but there was a measure of suspicion in her eyes. “Will you be attending the wedding next month?”


    “Oh, yes. A Christmas wedding in Maine,” Layla said, her eyes bright and excited. “I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to that. So, romantic, and I’m anxious to meet Grant. Parker says they were close as kids.”


    Holy. Shit. Beautiful, smart, and damn quick on her feet. A dangerous trifecta, that totally floored him. Seriously though, he couldn’t have been more grateful at the moment. His heart tripped as she smiled at him, leaving him feeling a bit lightheaded.


    What the hell? Okay, enough of that.


    Head in the game, dude. You just lied to your mother, so get it together.


    Layla cast Parker a quick glance. “Parker says he’ll even teach me to ski. Isn’t that right?”


    “Yeah, yeah, we’re going to ski,” he said, deciding then and there that she’d be going to Maine with him. As that settled in his brain, a huge smile came over his mother’s face, her suspicion gone.


    “Parker, come here.” She outstretched her arms, waving him in for a hug.


    Forcing his stiff legs to move, he crossed the room and leaned over his mother for the most awkward hug of the century. He pulled back and caught Layla covering her mouth to stifle a yawn.


    “You two need to get home. I’ll stay here,” his father said.


    “I don’t—”


    “Go, go,” his mother said, giving him a dismissive wave. “I’ll be fine.”


    Parker’s gaze bobbed back and forth between his mom and dad. When was the last time they’d been in a room together? Did it seriously take a heart attack to get them talking again?


    He scrubbed the stubble on his face. “If you’re sure.”


    “We’re sure,” they said in unison.


    Layla moved around the bed and made her way back to him. She leaned into him, and he pulled her into his arms. As tough as she was, tonight had to be hard on her. He needed to get her home and tucked in bed. Her exams were coming up, and she needed to be well-rested.


    His mother made some awww sound as he held Layla, and while they were faking an engagement—as stupid as that might be—deep down he wasn’t faking his need to safeguard her, protect her, keep her close. Was it because he’d slammed her with his car and felt responsible…or was it something else entirely?


    As they left the hospital, he said, “I’ll drive.”


    “You sure?”


    His heart pinched as she blinked up at him. “Yeah, positive.”


    She fished the keys from her purse and handed them to him, and he opened the car door for her. Once she was inside and buckled, he crossed the front and slid in next to her. He squeezed his eyes shut and cracked his window, needing the fresh air to keep him awake.


    “Not too cold are you?”


    She laughed. “Not with this coat on.”


    “Looks good on you.”


    “Jo would love it.”


    “Jo?”


    “Yeah, the lady I gave my old coat to.”


    He gripped the steering wheel hard. “Layla.”


    She laughed. “I’m kidding,” she said, but he wasn’t so sure.


    He made a mental note to have a Canada Goose Jacket delivered to her friend Jo, and every other person living on the street. He donated to the Red Cross and a few other organizations every year, but if this is what he had to do to keep her in her jacket and warm, then so be it. Once he got back to the office, he’d add her friend to his many lists of charities.


    “Do you do this shit just to annoy me?”


    She snuggled back in her seat. “Yeah, kinda.”


    He grinned at her smugness and put his car into gear. Traffic was light, and thirty minutes later, they were climbing off the elevator and entering his penthouse. The smell of chocolate chip cookies hit him hard, but he was too damn tired to even chew.


    “Sleep,” he said.


    “Definitely. Let me just wrap the cookies first.”


    “I’ll do it. You go get ready for bed.”


    “I’m so tired, I’m not going to argue.”


    “So that’s what it takes to get you to be quiet? Wear you out?”


    “Yup,” she said.


    He turned her and pointed toward the hall. She slipped into the bathroom as he rooted around for a container. He packaged the cookies and stretched his arms over his head as he made his way down to his room.


    Disappointment sat heavy in his gut when he entered his room and found his mussed bed empty. The sound of her bare feet on the floor drew his focus, and he stepped into the hall. She was already past him, and he reached out to capture her arm. He spun her to face him.


    “Where are you going?”


    Her glance went from her bedroom to his, back to hers. “Uh.”


    “In here,” he said, pointing to his room.


    “Still bossy,” she said, squaring off against him. “I see some things never change.”


    Yeah, he was a bossy asshole at times, but if she thought she was sleeping in the spare room, she had another think coming. “Please,” he whispered, and her face softened, her shoulders relaxing.


    “Parker,” she said, closing the distance between them. She went up on her toes, her fingers going to his hair as his lips found hers, and he kissed her deeply, a need pulling at him as he picked her up and carried her to his bed. The sun was rising as he set her on his mattress, and he tugged on his room-darkening curtains to block it completely. When he turned back to her, she yawned, exhaustion pulling at her.


    “You’re coming to Maine.”


    She laughed, but there was no humor behind it. “No, I’m not.”


    “I want you to have Christmas in the mountains, with me.”


    She eyed him for a moment. “Parker—”


    “What’s keeping you here?”


    “I…my…I have friends, you know.” Hurt registered in her eyes.


    Shit. He’d upset her. “I didn’t mean it like that.”


    “Then what did you mean?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “I know why you did what you did at the hospital. It was sweet of you, really, but you can’t expect me to go to Maine with you during the holidays. That’s on the other side of the country. Plus, Parker, I don’t quite fit in with your family.”


    “I know. You’re too good for them.”


    “No, that’s not—”


    “I’ll pay you?”


    Her head jerked back. “You’ll pay me to pretend to be your fiancée. I don’t think so.”


    He looked over her face. No time like the present to play his ace. “The money will go a long way to cover your winter tuition.”


    “I can’t take money from you.”


    “How about we consider it a loan. You’re paying off your coat with Thanksgiving dinner and a painting. Consider this money a temporary loan, and you can pay me back later.”


    She went quiet for a long time, and he could almost hear the wheels spinning. “A loan, huh?”


    “Yes, you pay me back.”


    Another long moment of silence and then, “I guess when you put it that way.” She crinkled her nose and plucked at the blankets. “Maine?”


    “I really will teach you to ski.”


    “I’ll probably break my neck.”


    “Say yes.” When she hesitated, he said, “Did you see the smile on Mom’s face? I think it added years to her life.”


    She punched him in the shoulder. “Low shot, dude.”


    He grinned. “I know. Did it work?”


    “Of course it worked. How the hell can I say no when you put it like that?”


    “So that’s a yes.”


    She threw herself back on the pillow, her hair splaying. “Yes.”


    Fuck, what was it about that word on her lips that made him crazy?

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    With her exams done and only one big presentation to give after the holidays, Layla was feeling a measure of relief as she puttered in the kitchen preparing Thanksgiving dinner. She was also thrilled that Parker’s mom was on the mend and had passed the stress test. They’d invited her to dinner, but she declined. Apparently his mom and dad were cooking together this year. Parker was still shaking his head over that one.


    The savory scent filled the kitchen as she pulled the oven door open, and her stomach grumbled. Then again, that might not have been her stomach. The sound could be coming from the television Parker had bought and installed in the corner of the kitchen for her.


    “Hey,” Parker said, and she turned to find him hovering in the doorway. She was about to shoo him away, when he frowned. “I have to go into the office for a bit.”


    “But it’s Thanksgiving.”


    He sighed. “I know, but I have some paperwork that I can’t take care of from here. I shouldn’t be too long.”


    “Then go.” An idea formed as she waved a dismissive hand. With him gone, she could sneak away and go back to her apartment without him knowing. “I have everything under control here. Just be back by six.”


    “Are you sure you don’t want my help?” He looked at all the vegetables sitting on the counter, and the pots on the stove. “I feel bad leaving.”


    “Godzilla and I are just fine,” she said, pointing to the television. It still touched her that he went out and purchased a small television for her. Honestly, he was so thoughtful, and when he did things like that…


    Don’t go there, Layla.


    He laughed. “You’re kind of a weirdo.”


    She shoved him. “And you’re kind of in my way. Now go. My favorite scene is coming up, and I don’t want to miss it.”


    He touched her hair, his eyes serious. “I’ll see you at six.” He dipped his head, his lips close, his warm breath on her face. “Looking forward to it.”


    A tremble moved through her. She’d been in his bed every night since they’d had sex, but he’d yet to really touch her again. Finding out she was a virgin had totally freaked him out, but tonight she was hoping to show him that she was ready for more.


    She followed him to the elevator, and after he disappeared, she hurried into the kitchen to finish peeling the vegetables. Once done, she checked the turkey again and wrapped a handful of cookies in a paper towel. She grabbed her coat and purse and rushed to the elevator.


    When the door pinged open, Gregory gave her a smile. “Good afternoon, Layla.”


    “Good afternoon to you. Happy Thanksgiving.” She frowned, and realized he had to work through the holiday. She’d be sure to make him a special plate.


    She held the cookies out to him, and he shook his head. “You’re too good to me.”


    “My pleasure.”


    The doors closed, and he said, “Where to?”


    “I’m going out, but it’s a secret, so you can’t tell Parker.”


    He pressed the button and leaned against the glass wall. “Oh?”


    “Are there any cabs out front? Or maybe I could get an Uber.”


    He reached into his back pocket and said, “I can arrange a driver for you.”


    “Really?”


    “Sure. It’s the least I can do for Parker’s fiancée.”


    Parker’s fiancée.


    Her heart missed a little beat, because she liked the sound of that far too much. But this whole engagement thing was fake, and she’d be wise to remember that.


    “Plus, you always make me cookies,” he said winking. “Talk about a way to a man’s heart.”


    He swiped his finger across the phone screen, punched in a number, and spoke to some guy he called Jeremy. The elevator opened on the main floor, and Gregory guided her off and took her to the front door. A big black car pulled up.


    “Is that for me?”


    He nodded. “Jeremy will take you anywhere you need to go and bring you back safely.”


    “Wow, thanks.” Heck, she could get used to this kind of luxury.


    She slid into the back seat and gave him her address. Thirty minutes later she was unlocking her apartment, not really knowing what to expect. The smell of must hit her, and she hurried to open a window. She glanced around. At least the floors were dry and most of the furniture had been replaced. The place was livable again. That thought gave her pause.


    I have no reason to continue living with Parker.


    Goddammit, she hated the disappointment taking up residence in her gut. She wasn’t supposed to feel anything for him—didn’t want to feel anything for him. She should have crashed on Andi’s floor and never have gone back to his place after the flood.


    Now she promised him she’d go away with him, pretend to be his fiancée. She took a moment to mull that over. There was no getting out of it now, and really, as long as she kept her emotions under wrap—understanding things would end when she returned—why shouldn’t she go and enjoy herself and the benefits that came with the pretend engagement. She might like the guy, but she didn’t want more anyway, right?


    She gathered what she needed from her apartment, then found herself in the back seat again, a tote bag containing a few secret items and one of her favorite paintings on her lap. She hadn’t started his yet and was looking forward to working on it for him, but this particular landscape would look amazing at his place, warm it up a bit, give it a personal touch.


    The delicious smells of turkey filled the air as she rushed back into Parker’s apartment, and she hurried to the stove to check on dinner. She gave the turkey a quick baste, checked the time on the clock, and turned on the vegetables. Parker should be home in an hour and that gave her time to get everything prepared.


    Hurrying to the living room, she rooted around in one of the cabinets, pulling out the placemats she’d found earlier. She set the big table for two—even though it sat a dozen—putting Parker at the end and her to the right of him. The wine was still chilling, so she left it for the time being, but added stemware to the table.


    Pleased with her efforts, she grabbed her tote and rushed to her bedroom. The zipper hissed in the quiet, and she dumped the contents. She picked up the bra and panty set she owned but had never worn—she’d had no reason to wear it until now. That first night, Parker had filled a bag with her intimates, but this sexy set—a birthday gift from Andi—had been in a box in her closet. But before she slipped into it, she had one more thing to do.


    Painting in hand, she walked into the living room and found the perfect spot to hang it. Good thing she brought a nail and hammer. Parker had nothing like that lying around. A professional decorator had done everything for him, which meant he had no tools. She positioned the picture, then stood back to look at it, a giddy feeling building in her stomach. Would he love it as much as her? What if he didn’t? Not everyone had the same taste in art. Shoot, maybe she should have rethought this.


    As doubt filled her, the elevator pinged open, and her heart raced. He was early.


    “Layla, I’m home,” he said, and the strangest sensations moved through her.


    Home.


    “There you are…” His voice fell off, and she spun around to find him looking at the painting, his gaze so intense it nearly stopped her heart. “What… When…” He shook his head. “Layla…”


    “I wanted to surprise you,” she said, her stomach tight as his brow furrowed. Did he like it? Hate it? From his expression, she couldn’t be sure. “Gregory arranged a car to take me to my place. I know you wanted to commission one, but I just thought this one would be so nice. I’ll still do one for you, though.” Jesus, stop rambling already. “Whenever you—”


    “Layla,” he said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Stop talking.”


    Okay, she knew she was spouting, but she wasn’t going to let him get all bossy on her again. If she wanted to talk, she’d talk. One hand on her hips, she said, “I will not—”


    Before she could get another word out he took three big steps, cupped the back of her head, and pressed his lips to hers to shut her up.


    Oh, this was way better than talking.


    His tongue slipped inside her mouth, and he tasted like coffee and mint. She slid her hands around his body, and he tightened his hold on her, his erection pressing against her stomach, fueling the desire in her. Her sex clenched, and her nipples grew tight, eager for his hands, his mouth. He kissed her nose, her cheek, and moved to the shell of her ear.


    “I love the painting,” he whispered. “Thank you.”


    Pride swelled inside her. “You’re welcome.”


    He stepped back and tugged at his tie, his eyes never leaving hers. “How long until dinner?”


    “Twenty minutes,” she said, sounding completely breathless.


    “I can work with that.”


    Oh, God, yes.


    She pursed her lips and played innocent, even though her heart was hammering. “What exactly do you have in mind?”


    He let loose a long breath, like he’d been holding it for hours, or maybe seven long days. “It’s been a week, Layla.” He angled his head, his eyes studying her. “Do you think you can take me again?” he questioned in a soft tone.


    “Yes,” she whispered, and that one word seemed to do something crazy to him.


    “Thank fuck.” She yelped as he scooped her up and carried her to his room. He set her on the bed, and she smoothed her hair back, realizing she was a mess. Dammit, she wanted to put on her sexy underwear for him, and at least comb her hair.


    She pointed to the door. “I just need to—”


    He gave a hard shake of his head. “No.”


    “No?”


    “You’re not going anywhere.”


    “I have sexy underwear,” she blurted out. “I wanted to wear it for you.”


    The hard lines in his face softened. “Yeah?”


    She nodded. “I’ll just be a second.”


    “No.”


    “Parker.”


    “I appreciate the thought, Layla. Really, I do. But you don’t need to put on anything pretty for me. You are the sexiest woman I know. Nothing you wear will change that.” His gaze left her face and moved over her sweater and jeans. “Sexy. Just like this.”


    Warmth moved through her. “Oh.”


    His fingers went to the buttons on his shirt, and he quickly worked them and shrugged the material off his shoulders. Lust settled deep between her legs as she took in his hard ridges. She shimmied closer and put her hands on his body. His muscles clenched beneath her questing fingers. Excitement welled up inside her, and she squirmed.


    This is what I do to him.


    He groaned and tilted his head back. “Your hands are so soft.”


    “And yet there’s nothing soft about you,” she teased, working the button on his pants so she could touch him everywhere, explore every hard angle and groove. His breath changed as she pulled his pants open, and when his gorgeous cock sprang free, she leaned forward, and widened her mouth.


    “Holy fuck,” he growled as she drew him to the back of her throat. He grabbed her hair, twisted it around his hand, and watched her work her mouth over him. He grew thicker beneath her tongue, and she reveled in the taste and texture, loving that she could make him so hard.


    “Stop,” he commanded in a soft voice, and she pulled back, her mouth still open as she glanced up at him. “Jesus,” he said, and dropped to his knees. He gripped the hem of her sweater, and she lifted her arms to make it easy for him. In one quick pull, he removed it. Then with an ease she didn’t want to think about, he unhooked her bra and tossed it away. His gaze dropped from her eyes to her mouth to her bare breasts. Strong hands gripped her ribcage, and he bent forward to run his tongue over her quivering nipples.


    “Yes,” she said and gripped his head to shamelessly hold him to her.


    “You like that, huh?” he said.


    She writhed, and he gently nibbled on one nipple, the combination of pain and pleasure unlike anything she’d ever felt, and she wanted more. “Don’t stop.”


    “Don’t plan to,” he murmured. Slowly, methodically, he caressed her nipples, alternating between breasts, licking and sucking and rattling her to her very core. The sensual overload nearly fried her brain.


    With her mind and body spiraling out of control, he gave her a little nudge on her shoulder, and she soared backward, falling against his mattress. Her hair splayed, and she widened her legs in invitation as he kicked off his pants and shorts to stand before her completely naked.


    “You are so beautiful,” he said, a hungry gleam in his eyes as his gaze moved over her body. He leaned in and tapped her hips. “Lift,” he said.


    He growled as she raised her hips the way he liked. Deft fingers went to her button and he popped it, shimmying her jeans from her hips. He touched her panties, running the lace between his fingers. Lacking any kind of modesty, she moved beneath him, trying to force his hand where she needed it most, and leaving no question as to what she wanted.


    “In a hurry are you?”


    “Parker, please. I need you to touch me.”


    “Oh, I will. Eventually. But I plan to take my time, tonight,” he said, his voice rough with lust as he wet his bottom lip. “Oh yeah, I’m going to slowly reintroduce my mouth to your body this time, Layla.”


    “Oh, God,” she cried out, then bit back an impatient moan as he leisurely stripped the lace from her hips. His fingers grazed her inner thighs, his rough fingertips igniting her blood to near boiling.


    She ached deep in her core as he leaned over her. He moved with grace for a man of his size and strength. His tongue skimmed down her body, awakening so much desire in her it was almost frightening. As his mouth danced on her skin, she whimpered, needing him to end the sweet torment before she went up in a burst of flames.


    Red-hot need gripped her, and she shivered in delight at that first sweet touch of his tongue to the hungry spot between her legs. Her hips came off the bed. “Yes,” she cried out.


    “You taste so fucking good,” he said. She went up on her elbows to see him. Her pulse leapt. Watching him work his tongue over her sex had to be the most erotic thing she’d ever seen. He pushed her thighs farther apart, giving himself better access as he ravished her with his mouth. Ripples of sensual pleasure overtook her, and she wanted to hang on, but the second he pushed a finger inside her, a tremor worked its way through her body, and she let go.


    “Parker,” she murmured as she rode out the ebbs and flows of a powerful climax. She took deep, gulping breaths, the room around her swirling as she gripped at him, running her fingers through his hair.


    When her tremors subsided, he stroked her sex softly, dropping gentle kisses on her body that turned her on all over again. She tugged him to her, and he kissed a path back to her mouth. She ran her hands over the hard contours of his shoulders and back as he shifted to press his hot mouth to the hollow of her throat.


    Her flesh burned wherever he touched, and she closed her eyes to concentrate on the erotic sensations. She moaned and whimpered, her body growing so needy for him again. She writhed beneath him and his crown pressed between her legs.


    “Shit, condom,” he said.


    She held him to her. “I’m on the pill, and I’m clean.”


    “I’m clean, too. I always use a condom.” His gaze raced over her. “Are you sure about this?


    “Positive. I want to feel you. Parker, please…” Lightly scratching his back, she put her legs around him and tried to draw him in, but he only gave her one glorious inch at a time. Honest to God, this slow seduction was going to be the death of her.


    She rocked against him, moving, pressing, seeking what her body craved, and finally, finally he drove all the way inside her. “Yes,” she cried out, barely able to catch her breath as he filled her. He pumped, his hips jerking forward, but then in a move that took her by surprise, he rolled, pulling her on top of him.


    As she straddled him, taking him deeper than ever into her body, her cupped her ribcage, and ran his thumbs over her breasts. God, she’d never felt such a deep level of intimacy before. He lifted her slightly, only to pull her back down again. She trembled, the pleasure so exquisite, another orgasm pulled at her.


    He reached behind her neck and pulled her mouth to his. Gentle yet rough, caring but selfish, he powered into her, driving, pounding, seating himself as deeply as possible as his mouth moved over hers, kissing her like he couldn’t get enough. A pleasure so intense it stole her breath gripped her, and she gave herself over to it, letting it take her higher and higher until she tumbled over the edge a second time. Her sex clenched, and she closed her eyes against the flood of heat. Parker cursed under his breath, like he was trying to hold on for her.


    “Parker, come inside me,” she whispered, and he stilled, the hand on her neck tightening as the tension eased from his body as he let go. When he stopped throbbing, he rolled again, until he was on top of her. He pushed her hair from her forehead, and the warmth and tenderness in his eyes twisted her up inside as she breathed in his warm, familiar scent. He stroked her arm, his fingers sliding softly over her bare skin. This time his touch was different, deeply intimate, doing the strangest things to her insides. Unnerved by the things she was feeling, she swallowed, and when the oven timer went off, she was grateful for the distraction.


    Parker grinned. “That was good timing,” he said, rolling off her.


    Her stomach was so tight she wasn’t sure she’d be able to eat now. “I hope you’re hungry. I made a ton of food.”


    “Starving,” he said. “Take your time to get dressed, and I’ll turn the timer off.” He pushed off the bed, went to his closet, and grabbed a pair of jeans. He pulled them on, and she stared at his wide back as he dashed into the hall.


    Feeling completely out of sorts, she climbed from the bed and pulled her clothes back on. A shower would have to wait until after dinner. She caught her reflection in the mirror and ran her hands through her hair. After putting herself back together to the best of her ability, she padded down the hall, and when she found Parker in the dining room, rubbing his chin and looking over the place settings with haunted eyes, her heart stalled.


    “Parker,” she said quietly.


    “Yeah,” he said without lifting his gaze.


    “You okay?”


    He nodded. “I’ve just never had a meal in here before. The table looks…nice.”


    “It’s Thanksgiving,” she said, shrugging. “I thought this would be better than sitting at the kitchen island. Makes it feel more homey, you know, and makes me realize how much we have to be thankful for.”


    His head lifted slowly. “What are you thankful for, Layla?” he asked, his eyes narrow, serious as they locked on hers. The muscles in his jaw twitched as he stared at her, but there was a tenderness about him that held her captive, a gentleness she’d only ever seen during their lovemaking.


    Lovemaking?


    She swallowed the knot in her throat before answering his question. “I’m thankful for a roof over my head, clothing, food.”


    Being here with you.


    “I’m thankful for those things, too.”


    “Speaking of a roof over my head. My apartment is musty. I left the window open to air it out, but it’s livable again. I can move back in tomorrow.”


    He went quiet for a moment. “If it’s musty, why don’t you wait until after we return from Maine?”


    “Okay,” she said readily, too readily. She should have argued with him. He would have expected that, right?


    Cripes, the last thing she wanted was for him to think she wanted to stay here with him.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Parker pulled the collar up on his coat and paced outside the college, waiting for Layla to emerge after her presentation. With mid-December upon them, the temperature was dropping rapidly, and the night air was getting cooler. Finally the front doors flung open, and students filed out, making their way to their cars or to the local pub to celebrate. He searched the crowd, and his heart beat a little faster when he spotted Layla. She gave him the thumbs-up, a huge smile on her pretty face. Warmth settled in his stomach, pushing back the cold. He hurried to her, and scooped her up, and when she laughed, the sound went right through him, heating him even more.


    “It went well?” he asked, as she cuddled up to him.


    “Really well,” she said, and he couldn’t help himself. He had to kiss her and didn’t care who was watching. Which was strange, he was always so careful in public. He brushed his lips over hers, and when she kissed him back, he breathed in her sweet scent and held her tighter, never wanting to let her go. She just felt so right in his arms. Fun to be with, easy to talk to, and the way she fell so easily into the role of his fiancée rattled him a little bit.


    Up until Layla, he lived by a certain set of rules, but now, well…he just wasn’t sure about anything anymore.


    He inched back, and her eyes were still closed. His heart squeezed as he took in the smile on her face. When her lids opened, her breath caught, and her smile widened. “I feel a million times lighter.”


    “Good.” He checked his watch. “Let’s hurry. Our reservation is for seven.”


    “I told you we didn’t have to go out to celebrate. I could cook something for us at home.”


    Home.


    Shit, over the last month, she’d cooked every night and filled his walls with paintings she had at her place—not to mention the scattering of her clothes and books—and had turned his sterile, orderly apartment into something that resembled a home, rather than a staged museum.


    “I want to go out. You’ve been doing all the cooking, and I want to do something nice for you.”


    She nudged him playfully. “Oh, you’ve been doing nice things for me.”


    “Cut it out,” he warned. “We’re in public, and I’m in dress pants.”


    She laughed, then looked at her own clothes. “I’m in jeans. I should change before dinner.”


    Desire stirred as he looked her over. “You’re perfect just the way you are.”


    “Seriously, Parker. I’m underdressed for Lucien’s.” She frowned and crinkled her nose. “Then again I’m not really sure I have anything appropriate for a place like that.”


    Damn, the last thing he wanted was for her to feel out of place. “Okay, fine. Come on.” He slid his hand over hers and tugged, leading her toward the mall. “Let’s get you a dress.”


    She pulled away from him. “You’re not buying me more things.”


    Her took in the defiant lift of her chin, but the more she protested, the more he wanted to do for her. “This is kind of about me and not you, though. You need a dress for the wedding anyway, right?”


    “Yeah.”


    “So lets get it now, and you can wear it tonight, too.”


    She opened her mouth and he said, “I roped you into the wedding, so I’m responsible.”


    She folded her arms across her chest. “Parker, how do you do that?”


    “Do what?” he asked.


    “Turn everything around until you get your own way.”


    He laughed. “First rule of negotiation: know your opponent.”


    “You think you know me, do you?”


    He looked at her, and it occurred to him that he really did know her. She’d been in his bed for weeks, his apartment for even longer. “Yeah, I do.”


    She poked him in the chest, and he captured her hand, pulling her fingers to his lips. “Well I know you, too, dude.”


    “Really, if you know me so well, what am I thinking?”


    She tucked her hair behind her ear and opened her mouth, but when her gaze met his, sexual awareness leapt between them. He grinned. “Yeah, that’s right. I’m thinking that after dinner, I want to take you home, strip off your clothes, and put my mouth all over your body.”


    Her indrawn breath filled the air, and he touched her hair. “Is that what you’re thinking, too?”


    “It is now.”


    “So do you want to stand here and argue about the dress, or get to dinner quicker so we can get home faster.”


    “Let’s go,” she said, and hurried her steps.


    He pulled her tightly to him as the cool night air fell over them, and they made their way down the lantern-lit streets. As they passed a couple dark figures crouched near a building, Layla slowed.


    “Jo, is that you?”


    “Layla.”


    Jo stood, and Layla gave her a hug, then she pulled back to look her friend over. “Your coat. How…when?”


    Dressed in a knee-length Canada Goose coat, Jo turned, reached into a bag and produced the old coat Layla had given her. “Here, you can have this back.”


    Layla stood there, eyes wide as she looked at Jo’s new coat. “No, keep this. Someone else might need it.”


    “No,” she said. “Coats were distributed to everyone. Look at Blaine.”


    A man on the ground dressed in a bomber-style coat, lifted his hand to wave, and Layla gave a slow shake of her head. “Someone just distributed them?”


    “Yup.” Jo winked, and sat down next to her friend, tucking Layla’s old coat back into her bag. “Santa Claus I think.”


    “Yeah, Santa Claus,” Layla said, her head slowly angling Parker’s way as she gave her friend a little finger wave.


    “What?” he said, holding his hands up palms out. “I have no idea who did this.”


    She narrowed her eyes, but a ghost of a smile played on her lips as they started back down the street toward the mall. “No?”


    He shook his head. “Nope. Guess you don’t know me so well after all.”


    “Well, whoever did this was pretty sweet, and if I knew him, I probably would have done something very, very nice for him.”


    “Damn, sure wish it was me.” She went quiet, but the smile on her face filled his heart. At least now she’d keep her damn coat on and not give it away, even though her generosity was one of the things he really liked about her.


    They hurried to the mall and found an upscale dress store. He stood back as she looked over the dresses, and she produced a blue one, the color beautiful with her skin. “I like it.”


    “Are you just saying that so you can get out of here?”


    Hanging out in woman’s dress store wasn’t his favorite thing. “Partly,” he said.


    She laughed. “I’ll just be a second.”


    He followed her to the back of the store and sat in one of the wing-backed chairs as she slipped inside the fitting room. She began humming, and the sound made him smile. He liked when she was happy.


    The door opened, and his breath caught when she came out. “Beautiful,” he said, his gaze raking over her.


    She spun around, showing him the slit in the back.


    “It’s a bit tight. I think I need to go up a size.” She gazed at herself in the mirror. “I’m kind of putting on weight. All the meals I’ve been eating.”


    It was true. She had put on a bit of weight, but it looked good on her. “You’re gorgeous, Layla.”


    “You’re just saying that so I don’t stop cooking for you.” She frowned and poked him in the shoulder. “How come you’re not putting on any weight?”


    “Ah, been working it off,” he teased.


    Her cheeks warmed, and she glanced around to make sure no one heard them. But shoes clicking on the tile floor heralded the sales lady’s approach.


    “You look amazing in that dress,” she said.


    “I think I need to go a size up,” Layla said, slipping her flats on to see how it looked with shoes.


    “I’ll grab it for you, and if you’re interested, I have a great pair of shoes that will look gorgeous with it.”


    “No—”


    “Yes,” Parker said, cutting her off.


    The lady disappeared and came back with a larger size and the sexiest shoes she’d ever seen. Layla slipped into the dress and shoes, and emerged again.


    “I feel better in this one,” she said, and then stuck her foot out. “And these shoes.”


    “We’ll take everything,” Parker said. “If you could just remove the tags, she’s going to wear it out of here.”


    Layla gathered her jeans and sweater, and when she came back out, Parker put his mouth next to her ear and said, “The shoes stay on tonight.”


    Chuckling, they made their way to the front of the store. After clipping tags and paying, they stepped back out and made their way to his car. A few minutes later he pulled up in front of Lucien’s, and Layla stared at the place with big eyes.


    “Hungry?” he asked.


    She nodded. “But you’re not going to order one of everything are you?” she teased.


    “If you can’t decide what you like, I might.”


    She laughed and poked him. “You’re crazy.”


    “Come on.” Even though she no longer had a concussion, he still walked to her side of the car and held his hand out to guide her out. They made their way inside, and he helped her from her coat and handed it over to the hostess. Another hostess guided them to a quiet table in the back, one he reserved for privacy.


    “This place is amazing, Parker.”


    “Wait until you try the food. Not as good as yours, though.”


    “Yeah, right. But you’re sweet to say that.”


    “Sweet again, huh? Told you, not on the list.”


    She laughed. “Probably not. Maybe I’ll have to start my own list.”


    He leaned into her, and teased, “Will I find masterful lover on that list?”


    “Ah…I can come back later,” the waiter said, taking small steps backward.


    Where the hell had he come from?


    As Layla covered her mouth with her palm and laughed, Parker made a face at her, smoothing his hand over his shirt. “Not necessary.”


    The waiter hesitated, asking, “Can I start you both off with a beverage?”


    “What would you like to drink, Layla?”


    “White wine,” she said.


    “How about some champagne?”


    “Sure,” she said.


    “Bring us a bottle of your best,” he said. Once the waiter left, he turned back to Layla. “Where were we with this list?”


    She shook her head and opened her menu. “Masterful lover? Really, Parker?”


    “Not good? Okay, how about sex god.”


    “Egomaniac,” she said laughing, running her hand through the air like she was outlining the newspaper headline. “That’s what’s going at the top.”


    He laughed with her as she scanned her food options. “At least that’s better than most eligible bachelor. I hate that.”


    “But it is true.”


    “Brax, is that you?” Parker turned to find none other than Lucas Jamieson, his good friend, and fellow bachelor pact member, standing over him.


    “I thought I recognized that laugh,” Lucas said. Parker stood, and gave his friend a hug.


    “What are you doing in Seattle?” Parker asked.


    “Here on business.” Parker glanced past Lucas’s shoulders to see a table full of men in business suits, then looked back at Lucas who was zeroing in on Layla, a grin on his face. “But I see you’re…not.”


    “Uh…yeah, Lucas this is Layla,” Parker said. “Layla, this is Lucas. We went to Yale together.”


    “Nice to meet you, Layla.”


    She held her hand out, and when Lucas closed his other one over it, caging her hand between his, jealousy raged inside Parker. He drew a breath and let it out slowly, but when Lucas slid him a glance, he tried for casual.


    “Nice to meet you, too,” she said, and Lucas turned his gaze back to her, staring at her appreciatively, inappropriately. Parker curled his fingers at his sides, wanting nothing more than to punch Lucas in the face—no matter how good of a friend he was. As possession hit like the sting of a thousand angry hornets, he shifted his stance, blocking Layla from Lucas’s line of sight.


    “It was good seeing you again,” Parker said, working to keep his cool.


    “You, too.” Lucas rocked on his feet for a moment, a knowing grin on his face. “I take it you’ll be going to the reunion in April?”


    “Yeah, I’ll be there.”


    He lowered his voice, for Parker’s ears only. “I think there’s a million reasons why you’d want to be there. Or rather five million.” With a smirk on his face, Lucas turned and went back to his table. Parker stood for an extra second, the implication behind his friend’s words loud and clear.


    Lucas obviously had no fucking idea what he was talking about. Other than a fake engagement with benefits, there was nothing more going on between Layla and him. After Christmas in Maine, she’d be back at her own place, and things would go back to the way they were. That’s what they both wanted—even if being with her washed away the memories of every other woman he’d ever been with. He caught her gaze and felt a tug in his chest.


    Oh, hell, I’m fucked.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “Parker, it’s snowing.” Layla said as he drove their rental higher into the mountains.


    “We’re in Maine. It snows.”


    She whacked him. “Don’t be such a grump.”


    “I’m tired and hungry,” he grouched.


    She was, too, but she wasn’t going to complain about it. Today she’d flown in Parker’s personal plane, had been served by his flight staff, and tomorrow was Christmas Eve. There was going to be a wedding, and she was excited to be a part of it all. She only had a few more days with Parker, and after giving herself a hard lecture on what was real and what wasn’t, she decided to take this for what it was, and enjoy every minute she could.


    “I know, but you’d think you’d be happy after your project got the green light.” Thank God some investor stepped up to provide the project with money, so they could keep costs down.


    He nodded, reached across the seat, and slid his hand over hers. He gave a little squeeze. “Yeah, I am happy about that. The project is pretty important to me.”


    As the snow grew thicker, she looked at the big boots he insisted on buying her. At first she thought he was crazy, but now, well, she wondered if they’d even be warm enough. They pulled up in front of a huge lodge. Christmas lights twinkled in the windows as snow hugged the roofline. She almost wanted to pinch herself, never having seen anything like it.


    “This place is amazing,” she whispered, excitement bubbling up inside her.


    He put the car into park and killed the ignition. “Let’s get checked in.”


    She slid from the car and held her hands out to catch the snowflakes, watching as they melted on her skin. Parker laughed at her as he slid his arm around her waist and guided her inside. She spun, taking in the interior. It was gorgeous and rustic, with a big stone fireplace in the center, and numerous sofas positioned around it. To one side, there were tables with kids and families playing chess or putting together puzzles. Her heart squeezed. What she would have done for something like this as a child. As she watched, it made her realize just how much she wanted the white picket fence and everything that came with it.


    All the things Parker didn’t want.


    She walked around the fireplace, making her way to the floor-to-ceiling window that showcased a huge ski hill. Skiers were flying down the slopes and unease moved through her. Maybe she’d stick to something that didn’t involve breakneck speed.


    “Parker,” a male voice boomed, and she turned to see his father and a man she didn’t recognize walk over to Parker and give him a hug. From her distance, she couldn’t quite hear everything they were saying, but “congratulations on his project” did ring in her ears.


    They all spoke for a moment, then Parker waved her over, and she crossed the room to meet him. The man she didn’t recognize smiled at her, and she could see his resemblance to Parker. Had to be Grant.


    “So you’re the girl I’ve been hearing so many great things about,” the guy said.


    “Really? Who’s been feeding you lies?”


    Everyone laughed, and Parker said, “Layla, this is my cousin Grant.”


    “So nice to meet you, Grant. I’ve heard great things about you, too.” She turned to Albert. “Nice to see you again, Albert.”


    Parker’s father took her hand and kissed it. “The pleasure is all mine.”


    “Why don’t you two get settled,” Grant said, “then meet us all in the restaurant for drinks.”


    Parker nodded. “Good idea.” With his key card in hand, he led her back outside.


    “He seems nice,” she said as they settled themselves in the car.


    “He’s a good guy.”


    “Guess he didn’t get hit by the ‘bachelor for life’ stick.”


    He smirked at her and put the car into gear. “Next thing you know they’ll be having kids.”


    “Oh, so now you have something against kids.”


    “As long as they’re not mine, I don’t.”


    She shook her head and was about to comment, when a deer ran in front of them. “Oh my God.”


    Parker slowed, and she fumbled to get her phone out to get a picture, but by the time she pulled it from her pocket, the deer was long gone.


    “We’ll probably see more.”


    “Do you think we’ll see a moose?”


    Parker laughed. “You’re like a kid on Christmas morning, Layla.”


    She shrugged. “I’ve never been to Maine, or anywhere.”


    “Where else would you like to go?”


    “Well, I can guarantee you I won’t be much of a skier, but I bet I can pull off lounging on a Jamaican beach in style.”


    “You in a bikini on a beach.” His gaze moved over her body. “I’m not seeing a downside here.”


    He turned the corner and went up a long driveway that stopped at a log cottage. “Is this where we’re staying?”


    “Yup, our own chalet.”


    “I love it.”


    “Let’s get inside and get a fire going, so it’s nice and warm for us when we get back.” He handed her the keycard. “Open up for us, and I’ll grab the bags.”


    She hurried to the door and slid the key in. The fresh scent of pine and something cinnamon reached her nostrils as she opened the door. Parker came in behind her with their luggage and carried it to the bedroom.


    “I might never leave,” she said, walking through the place and taking it all in. “It’s so cozy.”


    Parker came back and pulled her into his arms. He dropped a soft kiss onto her mouth, his lips lingering for a moment. “Want to help me get a fire going?”


    “Sure. I’ve never done it before though.” Then again, since meeting Parker, she was doing a lot of things she’d never done before. “It’s quite possible I could burn the place down.”


    Grinning, he pointed to the stack of newspapers beside the hearth. “Crinkle the paper, and toss it in. I’ll do the lighting.”


    She sat and reached for the paper as he pulled logs from the big wooden bin beside the stone fireplace. As she took in his broad muscles, it occurred to her that he wasn’t clenching his jaw quite as much as he used to. He shouldered a lot of responsibility at work, and for the first time, he seemed relaxed. This vacation was going to be good for him. She would see to it.


    She filled the grate with paper, and he tossed in a few dry logs. “Do you see any matches?” he asked.


    There was a long tube on the mantle. “In there, I think.”


    Parker pulled out a long match, lit it, and she watched the dry tinder go up in flames. Making herself comfortable on the plush area rug in front of the fire, she rubbed her hands together as the warmth reached her.


    “Room on that rug for two?” Parker asked, as he closed the glass door on the wood stove, locking the flames behind it.


    “Get over here.”


    He slipped in behind her, his arms going around her waist, his legs hugging her thighs.


    God, it felt so good to be held by him, felt so right to be in his arms like this. He rested his chin on her shoulder, the warm familiarity between them evoking deeper feelings inside her. He pulled her hair from her shoulder and kissed her. A shiver moved through her, and he growled.


    “As much as I’d like to lay you out right here and spend the rest of the night inside you, we need to get to the lodge.”


    “I know, but that doesn’t mean we can’t pick up here when we get back, right?” Yeah, she planned to take advantage of every last second with him, even if it pulverized her heart.


    He ran his tongue over the shell of her ear. “Did I ever tell you how much I love the way you think?”


    “Really? Then why are you always arguing with me, trying to change my mind about something or another?”


    “Because sometimes you’re a real pain in my ass. Always wanting to do things your way.”


    She drove her elbow into his stomach, and he let loose a loud oomph. “And you’re a bully.”


    “Yeah, I am, and when we come back here tonight, I’m going to rip your clothes off and show you just how much I like to be in control.”


    Oooh, yes, please.


    “Maybe I’ll even let you,” she countered.


    With that, he gave a big belly laugh, and she chuckled with him, loving his playful side and how comfortable they were together.


    “Okay, we better go.” He tapped her leg, and she climbed to her feet. He followed her up, and she looked at her jeans.


    “I should get changed.”


    “You’re fine.”


    “There isn’t going to be one member of your family in jeans. Do you want me to fit in or not?”


    His eyes fixed on her mouth. “I just want you to be you, Layla.”


    As she took in the warmth in his eyes, she fought valiantly to suppress all the things she felt for him. “I’ll always be me, Parker,” she said. “Just like you’ll always be you.”


    A self-proclaimed bachelor to the end.


    With that last thought in mind, she darted into the bedroom and slipped into a pair of black dress pants and a long-sleeve burgundy sweater. She pulled on a dressy scarf to complete the look. Parker tossed another log onto the fire and secured the door, wanting the place toasty for when they returned, and smiled when he saw her.


    “Gorgeous,” he said. “And easy to get you out of later.” He glanced at his own jeans. “Guess I should change, too.” He adjusted the grate on the fire and disappeared into the bedroom. She followed quietly behind, taking in his rock-hard body as he slipped into dress pants and a shirt and tie. Warmth and need engulfed her. Honest to God, no guy had ever made her knees go weak the way he did. A moan she had no control over crawled out of her throat, and he turned.


    “What are you doing?” he asked.


    “Watching.”


    “If you keep looking at me like that, we’re not going to get out of here.”


    “Like what?”


    As she leaned against the doorjamb, he stepped up to her and braced his hands on the doorframe above them. He dipped his head, and said, “Like you want to get out of those clothes, lay on this bed, and spread your legs for me.”


    Heat flashed through her, escalating the want inside her. “That’s not what I’m thinking at all,” she said.


    “No?”


    “No, actually I was thinking I’d like to grab those pillows, throw them in front of the fire, and lay over them, so I can lift my hips for you, the way you like.”


    “Fuck me,” he growled.


    She grinned, loving that she could rattle him so easily. “Exactly.”


    Lacking any kind of modesty, he grabbed his crotch and shifted his erection in his dress pants. “You know that’s all I’m going to think about tonight.”


    “Me, too,” she whispered.


    “I think we should walk to the lodge.”


    “Why?”


    “I need the cold air—either that or a fast shower. Then again if I’m walking around with a hard-on, no one will question our quick engagement or think we’re just putting on a show.”


    At the reminder of their fake engagement, and that they needed to be affectionate in front of everyone, she pushed down all the feelings blossoming inside her, grabbed her coat, and slid her feet into her new boots. Parker pulled his coat on and opened the front door. She followed him outside, and when she nearly slipped, she was glad they were walking. The white flakes were coming down so hard, and driving would have been difficult.


    Tilting her head, she glanced skyward. “Maybe we could make snow angels.”


    “Are you trying to fucking kill me?” He stopped and adjusted her zipper to her chin, then pulled her big hood up. “Come on.”


    “You have something against snow angels?” she asked as she trudged through the snow, having no idea what his problem was.


    “No. I have something against you lying on your back and spreading your arms and legs when I can’t do anything about it.”


    “Oh.” She bent down, scooped up a pile of snow, and threw it at him. Laughing as it walloped his stomach, she took off running, but his long legs caught her quickly. He picked her up and spun her around, as a car slowly crept past them.


    The window came down. “Parker, what are you doing?”


    “Hey, Mom,” he said, setting Layla back down. “We were just having a snowball fight.”


    “Hi, Charlotte,” Layla said, shoving her cold hands into her pockets.


    His mom smiled at her, then waved a warning finger. “You lovebirds better get inside before you catch your death of cold.”


    “Okay, see you in there,” Parker said.


    “Someone’s in trouble with their mommy,” Layla teased.


    The smile fell from his face. “I’m just so glad she’s feeling better. And she seems happy doesn’t she?”


    “She and your father seemed to be hitting it off again.”


    “Yeah, it’s so weird.” He shook his head. “I guess it took a near-death experience for them to reconnect, to realize what they meant to each other.”


    “Maybe true love really does exist, Parker. Maybe your mother never tried to trap your father, and they married for love.”


    “They argued a lot.”


    “All couples fight. Heck, look at us,” she said, but as soon as the words left her mouth, she tried to get them back. “Not that we’re a couple. We’re not. Heck, when we leave here, it’s life back to normal for us.”


    God, I’m rambling again.


    “You only blurted out that we were engaged to make your mom happy. You were worried about her. It’s understandable. But she seems a lot stronger now, so she shouldn’t take our breakup too hard.”


    His steps slowed, and he opened his mouth like he wanted to say something but then shut it again. Not wanting to think too much about how painful the split was going to be, she said, “Come on, I’ll race you.” She took off toward the lodge and was breathless by the time she reached the front doors. After she stepped inside, she looked at her boots. “Shoot, I forgot to bring shoes. I’m going to look silly in my boots all night.”


    “You look beautiful.”


    “I bet you say that to all the girls.”


    “No, only you.”


    She rolled her eyes at him and shook the snow from her coat. “It’s damn cold out there.”


    “Ah, Maine, Layla. Not Jamaica.”


    Parker guided her to the fire to warm her up and swatted the snow off his own coat. Once they were warm, they stepped into the lounge area, where Grant introduced her to his bride, Claudine. The place quickly filled up with their family and friends, and the next few hours flew by in a whirlwind of introductions and champagne. She soon found herself back talking to the bride and groom.


    From across the floor she could feel Parker’s eyes on her, warming her from the inside out. As she took in the warm smile he cast her way, her heart fluttered. He claimed to be a bachelor to the end, but when he looked at her like that…


    Claudine took her hand. “I’m not surprised,” she said.


    “About what?”


    “That you were able to tame Seattle’s most eligible bachelor. You’re gorgeous, and talented from what I hear. I overheard Parker bragging about your paintings.”


    Her gaze slid to his and held a moment. He was bragging about my paintings? “Really?”


    “He seems very proud of you. How did you two meet anyway?”


    “He hit me with his car.”


    Claudine and Grant laughed. “No way,” she said.


    “You know Parker. Sometimes he’s like the absentminded professor.”


    “Speaking of that, I was chatting with him earlier. I’m happy his project is getting off the ground. Grandma would be happy, but he’s taking quite a risk.”


    “Risk?”


    “Investing so much of his own money.”


    Parker invested his own money.


    “I…he told you that?”


    Grant shook his head. “No, it’s not like him to come right out and say something like that, but the big investment had to come from somewhere. It’s not his style to boast, and most people think he’s a total hard-ass, but that’s because they don’t know him like we do. Deep down he’s just a damn good guy.”


    “I know,” she said quietly as she stole another glance at Parker. He was obviously responsible for distributing the coats to the homeless, but he didn’t take credit for that, either. Her heart swelled. If she didn’t love him before, she sure as hell would have now. How could she ever have thought he cared more about money than people?


    “So I also hear you’re an art history major,” Claudine said.


    She nodded. “Only four more classes until I graduate.”


    As she went on to tell them about her credentials, Grant took a sip of his champagne and exchanged a look with his fiancée. “Claudine and I talked earlier, about how much the museum could use some fresh blood and a new eye for the exhibits.”


    She stood there for one shocked moment.


    “I know it’s a long way from Seattle,” Claudine said, “but you have great credentials, and I bet if you applied, you’d get the job. You could commute for a while, and it would definitely give you experience and pad your resume.”


    “Are you serious?”


    “Serious about what?” Parker asked, stepping up beside her. He dropped a soft kiss onto her mouth. A soft, wait-until-later kind of kiss, that had her heart thumping. They might be pretending to be engaged, but holy hell, he sure didn’t kiss her like she meant nothing to him.


    Don’t go there, Layla. Once the holidays are over, life goes back to normal.


    Then again, things seemed so different between them. Every touch, every kiss felt deeply intimate. Was it possible that after the holidays they could have a real relationship? In a move that had possession written all over it, and one she was getting quite used to, he slid an arm around her back and pulled her to him.


    “Grant and Claudine were telling me about a job at the museum. They think I’d be a great candidate and said I should apply.”


    Parker frowned, his body visibly tightening. She took in his body language, the mixed emotions dancing in his eyes. Clearly the idea bothered him, but why? This was a dream come true for her, and her moving to New York didn’t impact him at all. Right?


    Unless…


    Was it possible that he felt the same way about her as she did about him? Did she dare hope that the renowned bachelor might want more?


    He blinked and seemed to pull himself together. “That’s an amazing offer.” He shook Grant’s hand and gave Claudine a kiss on the cheek. “We’ll definitely talk about that.”


    He pressed his palm against the small of her back, to guide her into the main lobby. “I can’t believe they think I’d be great for the job. I’m so excited,” she said. “It could be a stepping stone to big things, and I’ll be able to pay all my debt.”


    “That’s great, Layla. You deserve it.” His frown deepened. “But I don’t want to talk about that right now.”


    “No?”


    He shook his head and drew her mouth to his. “No. I want to talk about what you want to do with the pillows.” He pressed his lips to hers for a deep, passionate kiss and as her body warmed, her heart swelled. When this all started, it never occurred to her that she would fall so hard for him. But what if he wasn’t changing and didn’t want her the same way she wanted him?


    What if he did?

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Parker stole a glance at Layla, taking in the soft smile on her mouth as his cousin stood at the front of the resort’s chapel and married the woman he loved in front of hundreds of people. There was no doubt in his mind that she wanted this, despite what she said.


    She reached out and put her hand over his, her eyes never leaving the ceremony, and as she relaxed into him, he could no longer fight the things he was feeling. She was sweet, generous, and kind, not at all like the privileged women from his social circle. She never took, never asked, and was anything but a social climber. She definitely wasn’t the kind to set a trap to get what she wanted. But where did they go from here?


    He’d be happy to pay all her debt—wanted to do that for her—wanted to take care of her. But her biggest fear in life was relying on a man, only for that man to up and leave her with nothing. It wasn’t like he was going to ask her not to work. He just didn’t want her to take the job in New York. Couldn’t she wait for something to come along in Seattle? But waiting and relying on him would require trust.


    What could he do to prove to her he was nothing like her father, that he’d never do anything to hurt her?


    He turned his attention back to the front to see the wedding kiss, and Layla’s hand squeezed his. “That was beautiful,” she whispered.


    “You’re beautiful,” he said quietly. She smiled at him, and his heart missed a beat. When they left here tomorrow, returned to Seattle, she had no reason to stay at his place. Hell, she was already reminding him that she’d be moving out upon their return.


    He didn’t want her to go but had no good reason to ask her to stay. He could tell her how he felt. But she’d let him know from the start she didn’t want more with him, and would she even believe him? Probably not, considering he announced to her that he was a self-proclaimed bachelor who had five million reasons not to get involved. She certainly wasn’t going to allow herself to fall for a dumbass guy like that.


    “Parker, you okay?”


    Her voice pulled him back, and he straightened. “Yeah. Just thinking.”


    “Work?”


    He nodded, “Something like that.” He glanced around to see everyone rising as the bride and groom walked down the aisle hand in hand.


    Grant winked at him. “You’re next, buddy.”


    He nodded, playing along, and Layla gave him an eyeroll. Yeah, no way would she believe he wanted more. Which meant he had to figure out a way to convince her he was the only guy for her, and fast.


    After the wedding party exited the chapel and made their way to the reception next door, he and Layla followed along, grabbing their coats from the rack. It was a beautiful night, cold but clear, and stars twinkled overhead.


    “So romantic,” she said, hugging herself as a breeze washed over them. He pulled her to him as laughs echoed off the ski hill behind the lodge.


    “I never did teach you to ski.”


    “Is it something you want to do?” she asked.


    “We’re in Maine. How can we not hit the slopes?”


    “You’re right, and it’s not like I’ll ever be back here. Tomorrow, life goes back to normal,” she reminded him again.


    “I was thinking, maybe you could stay at my place until New Year’s.”


    Her head came back with a start. “Really? Why?”


    He shrugged. “You make a mean turkey, and I don’t want to miss out on a real Christmas dinner.”


    She ran her hand over her stomach. “I can make you Christmas dinner, but I need to stop eating. This dress fit me a couple weeks ago. Now it’s getting tight.”


    His eyes scanned her curves. She was filling out, and he loved the look on her. “So that’s a yes,” he said.


    “Classes don’t start up until January, and Robert is still holding my job, so I—”


    “Then it’s settled.” Trying for casual, even though her staying at his place longer made him the happiest fucking guy in the world, he asked, “Want to hit the slopes for a quick run down the hill after the reception?”


    “Won’t you be missed?”


    “There are hundreds of people here. No one will notice we’re gone. Come on, let’s go do something fun.”


    “Okay.” She nodded, but the crinkling of her nose contradicted her agreement.


    “Nervous?”


    “A bit.”


    “You know I’d never let anything happen to you, right?”


    She looked up at him and planted one hand on her hip. “You know I can take care of myself, right?”


    He laughed as they stepped into the ballroom. “There you go again, being a pain in my ass.” But then his smile fell, and he said, “You know, sometimes it’s okay to let someone else take care of you.”


    “Like when they hit you with their car.”


    “Yeah, but for lots of other reasons, too.”


    Like love… But he thought it best to keep that to himself right now.


    Guests filled the ballroom, and in a soft voice, she said, “We should find our table.”


    He nodded and inched away. They found their seats, and the rest of the evening passed by in a blur, Parker unable to concentrate on anything other than Layla and how hard he’d fallen for her. After the plates were cleared and the first dance was finished, he leaned into her.


    “Want to get out of here? Hit the slopes?”


    She nodded and put her napkin on the table. “If I break my neck, you’re going to be sorry.”


    He laughed. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”


    “Says the man who ran me over with his car.”


    He shook his head and captured her hand. “Come on, this will be fun.”


    Thirty minutes later they were bundled up and standing at the top of the bunny hill. “I’m not so sure about this,” she said.


    Parker spun around until he was facing her. “I’ll go down backward and help you.”


    “That sounds safe.”


    God, she was so sweet and funny. “Trust me,” he said.


    “I feel like I should have signed a contract or something.”


    He winked at her. “Come on, you’re not one afraid of trying new things,” he teased, his grin letting her know exactly what he was referring to.


    “Yeah, when there is no risk of falling of a cliff.”


    “I don’t know. I think we tried some pretty interesting things that could have resulted in tumbling off the bed.”


    “Concentrate, Parker. I have a neck at risk here.”


    “You’re going to love this once you get the hang of it.”


    A five-year-old flew past them, and she glared at him.


    “I hate that kid,” she said.


    Parker laughed. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. Now put your poles at your sides, and widen your legs to create a wedge.” He mimicked the position to show her. Once she assumed the position, he said, “Now come toward me but keep your legs apart. Pretend I’m in between them.”


    “Parker,” she warned, but did as he asked. She started toward him.


    “You got it.”


    They went a little farther down the hill, and he said, “Okay, now to turn, I need you to tuck your right knee in and that will allow you to go left.”


    He showed her the motion then flipped back around to face her. “Got it?”


    “Yup.”


    “Now move to the right,” he said.


    She turned her left knee in without straightening her right and all of a sudden there was panic in her eyes. “Parker,” she cried, and he reached for her, but it was too late. Her ski’s crossed, and she toppled into him, sending him to the ground. He landed with a thud, the momentum propelling them down the hill.


    He wrapped his arms around her to keep her safe, and when they finally came to a stop at the bottom of the hill, he lifted his head to see her. “You okay?” he asked.


    “I’m the one who should be asking you that. My landing was soft.” But when she squirmed and felt his erection, she said… “Well, maybe it wasn’t that soft.”


    He cupped the back of her head and drew her mouth to his. Desire pulsed through him as she kissed him back, and if she kept squirming like that, he was going to strip her bare and take her right here on the ski hill.


    “Everything okay here?”


    He broke the kiss and looked past Layla’s shoulder to see ski patrol standing over them.


    “We’re good,” Parker said. “Just a little wipe out.”


    “Hill is closing in five minutes,” he said, then pushed off with his poles and skied away.


    Layla slid off him, and he helped her up.


    “Looks like the lessons are over before they even began.”


    “Darn,” she said, batting her long lashes.


    “Don’t sound so brokenhearted,” he teased.


    “Maybe you can make it up to me with a glass of wine by the fire.”


    “And pillows?” he asked, his thoughts rewinding to last night and the way she lifted her hips, opening her body up to him. A growl caught in his throat, and his ski pants grew increasingly tighter.


    “Of course,” she said.


    “Skiing is overrated,” he said quickly. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”


    They returned their gear and walked to the main road leading to their cottage. He held her hand, and as they walked past a lantern, he took in the soft pink glow on her cheeks.


    I’m so crazy about her.


    They reached their chalet, and he grabbed his key card. He was about to open the door, when Layla’s hand on his arm stopped him.


    “Do you hear that?”


    “What?”


    “That sound.”


    She walked back down the steps and looked around. “It’s a squeaking sound,” she said. “Parker, there is something here.” Dropping to her knees, she reached under the stairs and came back with a tiny kitten. “Oh my God, I think it’s lost.”


    “Or abandoned,” he said glancing around.


    “Poor little thing is freezing. Can we take him home,” she asked.


    “You mean like to Seattle?”


    “Yeah.”


    “No, I’m not taking in another stray.”


    Hurt registered in her eyes, and he felt like an ass, but after Chester, he couldn’t, wouldn’t do it. Loss brought too much heartache. Besides he had a lot of thinking to do, and the last thing he needed was to be caring for a kitten when he was trying to figure out a way to convince Layla to take a chance on him, to prove he wanted more than just sex from her.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    I’m not taking in another stray.


    For the last twenty-four hours that’s all Layla had been able to think about. Was he talking about her? Calling her a stray? She wanted to ask, but she wasn’t sure she could handle the answer, especially after thinking there could be more between them. She just wasn’t sure about anything anymore.


    At least she managed to find the kitten shelter at the lodge, and had been given a promise that someone would take care of her until they found her a home. Now here it was Christmas night, and they were back at Parker’s apartment. Exhaustion pulled at her, and she wanted nothing more than to pack her clothes and go back to her own apartment. The longer she stayed, the harder it was going to be when she walked away.


    I never should have agreed to cook him a real Christmas dinner.


    “Everything okay? You’re kind of quiet,” Parker said as he set their luggage by the door and shrugged out of his coat.


    She wasn’t the only one who seemed lost in thought the whole way home. Parker had been acting strange the entire flight, maybe even a little distant. Sure he wanted to keep her there for a little longer, and they had fun in Maine, but maybe his sudden aloofness was his way of letting her know that the next few days were just about sex, and her cooking for him.


    “I’m actually not feeling that well.” It wasn’t a lie. She’d been feeling off since she’d woken that morning. Probably because she was in way over her head with a man who didn’t feel the same way she did.


    “Do you think it was something you ate? We did have that sushi on the plane.”


    “Could be, except I woke up feeling funny.”


    He frowned. “Do you need anything?”


    “Just sleep. I’ll probably feel better in the morning.” Then she’d talk to Parker, and tell him it was time she left.


    “Okay. Might just be exhaustion.”


    Since sleeping with him was as natural as breathing, she made her way to his bed, hoping whatever she had would pass overnight. Parker slid in beside her, and she rolled to her side, away from him, as tears threatened. God, she was so emotional lately, which was so unlike her, but she had no one to blame for this situation but herself. She knew what she was getting into with him. Heck, she was the one who initiated sex and had straight up told him she didn’t want more.


    “Night, Layla.”


    “Night,” she said. She closed her eyes, tossed and turned, and fell into a restless sleep. When she woke, long before dawn, nausea overtook her, and she darted to the bathroom, barely making it to the toilet in time. God, what was in that sushi? Then again she was sick long before she ate it.


    “Hey,” Parker said, coming up behind her. He knelt and pulled her hair back. He soothed his hand over her back. “Just let it out.”


    She sniffed, her eyes watering. She wished he wouldn’t be so tender. It made it so hard to keep her emotions in check. But she didn’t have time to think too much about that, as another wave of nausea hit. After she expelled everything inside her stomach, she pushed away from the toilet and leaned against the cold wall.


    “Oh, God,” she moaned. “It must be the flu.”


    “Don’t move,” he said.


    Move? How could she possibly move? She felt like she’d just been run over again. He came back with water, and he ran a cloth under cool water as she rinsed her mouth.


    He put his arm around her waist when she wobbled. “Let’s get you back to bed.”


    He held her to him and settled her between the sheets. “You might not want to sleep with me and catch whatever I have.”


    “I’ll take my chances.”


    He tucked her in, and her lids fell shut as her stomach settled. But when morning came, she vomited again, and Parker insisted she stay in bed for the rest of the day. Before she knew it three days had passed with her living off nothing but water and crackers.


    When Parker wasn’t nursing her back to health, he was on his phone in the other room, always whispering to someone about something. He had to be missing a lot of work because of her, and even though she told him to go in to the office, he insisted on staying near her bedside.


    It was just after lunch when Parker stuck his head into the room. “Hey, feeling better?”


    “A little more human,” she said as she munched on a cracker.


    “I hate to leave you like this, but I have to run out for a bit. It’s sort of an emergency that only I can take care of. Will you be okay?”


    “I’m fine,” she lied. “Go, do whatever it is you need to do. I’m quite capable of taking care of myself,” she said, hating how much she actually liked him taking care of her, always being there for her.


    What the hell happened to the girl who never wanted to rely on a man for anything?


    Well done, Layla. Well done.


    After he left, she made her way to the bathroom and reached into her makeup bag for her toothbrush. Her hand connected with her birth control pills, and an uneasy feeling closed in on her.


    Birth control.


    Oh. My. God. No.


    No. No. No. No. No


    She backed away from the sink like it had just grown fangs and was about to bite her, and sagged against the wall. No way could she be pregnant. Her mind raced, and she did a mental calculation. She’d been waiting for her period to hit and finish before she opened her next blister pack but hadn’t realized it was so late. Oh Jesus, she’d missed her period and had been too caught up in Parker and Maine to realize it. But how could she be pregnant? She’d only missed taking her pill that first night Parker had forced her to come live with him, but she took it the next day when he brought her back to her place to collect her bathroom things.


    She walked back to the sink and looked at herself in the mirror, taking note of her features. Was this why she was putting on weight? She gripped the sides of the sink, squeezing until her knuckles turned white. This wasn’t good. Not good at all. What would Parker do—he was a self-proclaimed bachelor who said he never wanted kids. But more importantly, what would he think—that she’d gotten pregnant on purpose to trap him?


    She shut her eyes against the wave of nausea welling up inside her—which had nothing to do with the flu…or being pregnant.


    Oh, God. This couldn’t be happening. It just couldn’t. She sucked in a breath and let it out slowly. Okay, before she jumped to conclusions, she needed to get a pregnancy test, like right now.


    She turned and the room spun. No way could she make it to a pharmacy when she was still so weak. Stomach cramped, and feeling lightheaded, she made her way to the bedroom and texted Andi.


    I need your help.


    She paced the apartment, her stomach in knots as she waited for Andi to arrive, praying she came before Parker returned. An hour later the elevator pinged, and her heart raced. Please be Andi. The doors slid open, and when she found Andi standing there, she nearly cried with relief.


    “Good afternoon, Layla,” Gregory said, as he waved his hand for Andi to exit. “Parker tells me you haven’t been feeling well.”


    “Flu,” she said quickly. He narrowed his eyes, and she had the worst feeling that he could see right through her lie.


    “If you need anything, you just let me know.”


    “Thanks. My friend Andi just brought me some things. I’ll be okay.”


    “Very well.” The elevator shut, and Andi handed the bag over.


    “Layla, how could this have happened?”


    “I only missed one pill,” she said, tearing into the bag to get at the pregnancy test.


    Andi glanced around. “Stuck-Up-Suit has a nice place. No wonder you like being here.” The place being nice had nothing to do with her staying. She liked being here because Parker was here. “I thought you were only staying until after Christmas. It’s almost New Year’s.”


    “He asked me to stay longer.”


    “Oh, did he now?”


    “I said yes at first, but then I changed my mind and was going to leave. But I got sick and couldn’t go anywhere.” Andi stared at her, that familiar know-it-all look on her face. “It’s not what you think.”


    “What I think is that he buys you things you can’t afford yourself, takes you away with him, and has nursed you back to health, twice now.” She clicked her tongue. “For a girl who swore she’d never rely on a man, you certainly seem to be doing a lot of it with Parker. That takes a lot of trust, and he must care about you, too, Layla. I mean what guy is going to threaten to buy an entire coffee shop, and not let you out of his sight for weeks because he was worried about you.”


    “Even if he did care, Andi, a pregnancy would ruin everything. He doesn’t want a family and has plenty of reasons why.” Reasons that went way deeper than the loss of five million dollars. “He’s going to hate me, and I don’t want him to. It would destroy me.”


    “Is that because you love him?”


    “Yes,” she said, choking back the tears. “He said he never wanted kids. I don’t want to be the one who ruined his life, forcing him into fatherhood when it’s something he totally opposes, you know?”


    Andi took one of her hands. “You know you don’t have to keep the baby. There are options.”


    Layla’s other hand went to her stomach, and she leaned in to Andi as the floor felt like it was opening beneath her feet. “I could never do that,” she said. Not because she didn’t believe in women’s rights, but because she wanted to keep some small piece of Parker in her life. But how could she raise a baby alone? No way would she ask him for money. He’d for sure think she trapped him, then. And it wouldn’t be fair not to tell him about his child. But maybe she’d wait until she finished school, went to New York for work, and was standing on her own to feet.


    Wait! That wasn’t going to happen now.


    No way would his cousin give her a job after this, and she wouldn’t even be able to finish her degree this winter. She hadn’t worked in months, and Parker wouldn’t want to lend her the money—not that she would ask—under these circumstances.


    God, she was so totally screwed. No work, a baby to take care of, and a man who didn’t want a family. Talk about turning out just like her mother.


    “Okay,” Andi said quietly. “Let’s hope this is negative, then.”


    Dashing into the bathroom, Layla tore into the box. Papers went flying as she pulled out the stick. She dropped to her knees and gathered up the instructions, and read them over quickly. Okay, pee on stick, put it on a flat surface, and wait three minutes. Easy enough. She opened the sealed pouch by tearing along the perforated line and set the strip on the counter. Then she removed the test from the pouch, her hands so shaky she was sure she was going to drop it. She followed the instructions, laid a piece of tissue on the counter, and placed the stick on it. Then she grabbed her phone and set the timer.


    She walked away from the counter, pacing from the door to the sink, barely able to look at the white stick. A minute passed, and Andi knocked.


    “You okay in there?”


    “No, I’m not,” she said, her emotions on a roller-coaster ride.


    “Everything will be okay, Layla.”


    She paced some more, sure nothing would ever be okay again.


    Her phone finally pinged, and she sucked in a breath and held it. Heart racing, she squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again to take one final look at the stick.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Parker glanced at the small kitten on the seat beside him as he exited the airport parking lot. He never should have said no to Layla when she asked if she could keep her. If she wanted the kitten, then she should damn well have the kitten. Talk about a prick move on his part. If she’d started that list of names for him, he’d want her to add douchebag to the top.


    He maneuvered through traffic, wanting to get home to Layla. He hated leaving her, even if she was feeling better, but he had to pick up the kitten, and he’d been trying to get to Kensington, Seattle’s most popular art supply store. Yeah, he’d done his research and had been on the phone with the store numerous times. If he wanted to prove to Layla that he cared about her, and wanted to make this thing between them permanent, he had to do something permanent, like turn one of the spare bedrooms into an art studio for her.


    He’d been keeping it a secret, not wanting to say anything to her until he had the room set up, but unfortunately, outside of making calls to his decorator and the store, he wasn’t able to move forward because of her flu bug. Tomorrow however, he planned to take her out for the day, while the supplies were being delivered and room set up. Even Gregory was in on his surprise.


    The studio was just a start. What he really wanted was to support her while she painted and built up an inventory. Then, he’d help her find the perfect location for her very own studio. He just hoped this was enough to show her he cared about her, their future, and she trusted him enough to know he’d never bail.


    He parked and made his way into the store to talk to the manager he’d been speaking with the last few days. The lady showed him around and helped him pick out all the things he’d need for Layla. It was approaching late afternoon by the time he finished, and he was feeling rather excited about this whole thing.


    “What do you say, girl? Do you think Layla will be happy?”


    The kitten purred and curled up into a ball beside him, and he jacked the radio as he drove home. He parked underground and walked to the elevator, unable to wipe the stupid grin off his face.


    “Mr. Braxton,” Gregory said as the doors pinged open, “who do we have here?” He petted the cat, and she purred.


    “She doesn’t have a name yet. I’m leaving that up to Layla.”


    He frowned. “Oh.”


    Parker didn’t miss the hint of worry in the man’s voice. “What?”


    “Layla went out,” he said.


    “Out?” He looked down at his feet and frowned. “She wasn’t feeling well enough to leave. Where did she go?”


    “She left with her friend, Andi.”


    Parker stood there, trying to wrap his brain around this turn of events.


    “She had a lot of bags with her. I think she was moving out.”


    What the fuck?


    The elevator stopped at the penthouse, and he climbed off. Without saying a word to Gregory, he set the kitten down and stormed through his place. When he found all of her things gone, his heart sank into his stomach. He checked his phone for a message, looked for a note, anything to explain her absence, but when his search came up empty, he dropped down onto the sofa, braced his elbows on his knees, and gripped the sides of his head.


    Why would she just leave without saying a word to him? Sure she’d been reminding him their time together was almost up, but she’d agreed to stay longer, and he actually thought she wanted to. Until now…


    Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.


    The kitten purred, and he picked her up. The poor girl had to be hungry. She purred again, and he grabbed the bag of supplies they’d sent with the kitten. He poured her food and water, then set up her litter box in the main level bathroom, the one Layla always used. The scent of jasmine bath salts filled the air as he entered, and his stomach clenched.


    His phone rang, and he grabbed it from his pocket, hoping it was Layla, but when the display showed his buddy Lucas’s number, he tossed it onto the counter and sat on the edge of the tub. He couldn’t talk to anyone right now, or be reminded of the pact. He’d been all set to pay his five million, because to him, Layla was worth the price.


    He eyed his phone, picked it up, and swiped the screen, wanting to call her, text her, figure out what the fuck was going on inside her head. But what the hell would he say? She obviously didn’t feel the same way about him as he felt about her, or she wouldn’t have just left without so much as a goodbye.


    He pushed off the tub and was just about to leave the room, when a piece of foil behind the garbage can caught his eyes. He picked it up. Had it been torn off a pouch or something? He looked it over, then turned it over in his hand and read, First Response.


    What the hell was that, some kind of medication? Shit. Maybe her flu had gotten worse and she called Andi to bring medication. Of course, that didn’t explain why she left with all her things. Strip in hand he walked to his office and shook his mouse to wake up his computer. He typed in First Response, and when a pregnancy kit filled his screen, he damn near bit off his tongue.


    No. Fucking. Way.


    He pushed back from his computer and jumped to his feet. Layla was pregnant? He paced, running his hands through his hair. How the fuck could this happen? She’d told him she was on the pill. She had no reason to lie about that…unless.


    He fell back against the bathroom wall, his mind going over everything that had happened between them since he first hit her with his car. Was it possible that she’d gotten pregnant on purpose? Wanting to trap him, like his mom had trapped his dad, something his grandma had always led him to believe?


    Could he have been so wrong about the girl who wound her way around his heart?


    Shit, they needed to talk. Grabbing his coat, he jumped on the elevator and made his way back to his car. Cold rain fell heavy as he drove to her place. He pounded on the door, and when no one answered, he went upstairs to talk to her landlord. When he was informed that Layla hadn’t returned, he drove the streets until he found her friend Jo, who hadn’t seen her, either. His next stop was Uncommon Grounds.


    When she was nowhere to be found, he stepped up to the guy working. “Hey,” he said, “do you know where Andi lives?”


    “Ah…” the guy made a face and glanced around. “We’re not allowed to give out that kind of information.” Parker removed a hundred dollar bill from his wallet and slid it across the counter. The guy took it, quickly stuffed it into his pocket, and said, “Hang on.” A minute later he came back with a slip of paper and handed it to Parker. “This didn’t come from me.”


    Parker glanced at the guy’s nametag and gave him one of his business cards. “Listen David, if you see Layla, text me. There will be another hundred in it for you.”


    He nodded and shoved the card into the pocket of his brown pants. Parker hurried back outside and glanced at the piece of paper. Maneuvering his car through dinner-hour traffic, he headed to Andi’s place. He rang the bell on her apartment a good fifty times.


    “Fuck.”


    “You looking for Andi?” some guy asked, his clothes sopping wet as he stepped into the foyer with a bag of groceries.


    “Yeah, you know where I can find her?”


    “I think she’s gone on a trip. She and her friend got into a cab, and they both had suitcases. Hope they’re going somewhere warm. Moved here last month from Texas, and this weather sucks.”


    Parker handed him a card. “If you see her, call me.”


    He stepped back outside and looked up and down the street. Where the fuck could she have gone? Rain pelted him as he walked back to his car, but he didn’t give a shit. He climbed in and scrubbed a hand over his face. Goddammit, he needed to find her. They needed to talk.


    Then again, if she was laying a trap, she’d eventually come to him right? All he had to do was wait. Even if it fucking killed him.


    He pulled into traffic, and not wanting to go back to his empty apartment, he headed to the office. Maybe a few fifteen-hour days would help pass the time, and take his mind off the clusterfuck his life had become.


    For the next three days, Parker buried himself in his work, waiting for his phone to ring. The staff mostly stayed out of his way. Rumors that he was on a rampage had spread fast. He worked, went home, took care of the kitten, and went to bed, but since he couldn’t sleep or eat, he was a hot fucking mess as he stormed around the office.


    At some point in those three days the decorator had been in and turned one of his spare rooms into a studio for Layla. He took one peek, shut the door, and locked it away, like he should have done with his heart when this thing had first started with Layla. She’d said she didn’t want more. Yeah, so did he and look how that turned out.


    Layla…sweet Layla who gave him her virginity, fought with him every time he tried to buy her something or take care of her. Layla who gave her coat to the homeless and went without so others could be warm. Layla who wanted to cook for him and made his house into a home.


    Layla who was having his baby.


    Motherfucker.


    He was going to be a father. A father! He had no idea how much he wanted that with Layla until he found that little piece of foil on his bathroom floor. She never would have known that, though, never would have known how much he wanted to have a family with her. All along he’d told her he didn’t want kids and had believed his mother had trapped his father the same way.


    She’d never do that to you…


    As that last thought bounced around in his barely functioning brain, he made his way into the office, exhausted and angry.


    Why the hell hasn’t she contacted me?


    It was nearing his late-morning meeting when his phone pinged, and he grabbed it. He didn’t recognize the number, but from the text, She’s here, he knew it was David from Uncommon Grounds.


    His heart raced, okay galloped, as he stared at the text and considered his next move. But before he did anything, there was a call he needed to make first. He wasn’t sure why it was so important, only that it was. He punched in the number, and when his mother’s voice came on the other end, he asked, “Mom, did you love Dad?”


    A pause and then, “I’ve always loved your father, Parker.”


    “But you fought so much.”


    “Everyone fights, but I never stopped loving him. I don’t think he ever stopped loving me, either. It took a heart attack for him to realize that.”


    “Did you get pregnant on purpose?”


    She sighed. “Your grandma filled your head with stories didn’t she?”


    “Yes. But I want to hear it from you.”


    “I loved your father very much, Parker. I tried so hard to fit into his world, and because of it, I wasn’t the most attentive mother to you. I know that now, and it’s one of my biggest regrets.”


    It was clear she was hedging, with pretty much answered his question, but he decided to ask again anyway. “Did you get pregnant on purpose?”


    A long moment of silence, and then “Yes, I did.”


    “Did he marry you because you were pregnant?”


    “I suppose, but we were in love. It just took a baby for him to realize what he wanted. I might have done the wrong thing, but I did it for all the right reasons. Why are you asking this?”


    “Why did you approve of Layla, and none of the other women I’d been with?”


    “Oh, honey. Don’t you see? I wanted you to marry for love, like your father and I did. Those other women only wanted you for your money and status. They didn’t care about you the way Layla does.”


    “You think she cares about me?”


    “I see the way she looks at you Parker. She’s in love. Just like you are. What is going on with you anyway? Are you telling me she’s pregnant, that she’s tried to trap you? How can that be? You were already engaged. You are still engaged aren’t you?”


    He couldn’t bring himself to tell her they never were, probably because it was what he’d wanted all along. Yeah, he loved her. If she got pregnant on purpose, it still didn’t change his feelings for her, but as he considered everything they shared, the kind of person she was, he knew otherwise.


    “Yeah, we’re still engaged, and I have to go.” He powered down his phone, and pushed back in his chair, his thoughts still on the woman he loved, a woman who didn’t have a manipulative bone in her body. She was kind, sweet, caring, and he fucking loved her with everything he had in him.


    Goddammit, he’d been such a dick these last few days, sitting around thinking the worst when he should have been out there fighting to win her back. Three long days had passed, and he hadn’t heard from her.


    And why is that, Parker?


    Oh, because she wasn’t looking for anything from him and in no way was she trying to trap him.


    Then why did she run, asshole?


    Oh, because he straight up told her about that pact and that he didn’t like kids. Could he really blame her for running? Fuck no. He could only image how scared and upset she must be, not knowing which way to turn. His stomach twisted. He needed to make this right, even though he was a total dick who didn’t deserve a woman like her.


    He stood, stepped into the boardroom where his junior executives were seated around the table waiting for him, all looking nervous because he’d been such a fucking bear these last few days, and said, “I want you all to add dick to the top of the list you keep, then come with me.”

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Moving like a robot behind the counter at Uncommon Grounds, Layla filled coffee orders and kept her head down like she normally did. But nothing was normal these days. In fact, her life was the opposite of normal, and tonight she’d be ringing in the New Year pregnant and penniless.


    Well done, Layla.


    The last three days had been spent at Andi’s mom’s house in Bellevue. She was a nurse, and after giving Layla a check up, offered to help as much as she could. Layla was grateful, having no family of her own to turn to.


    She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. After her shift, she planned to tell Parker about the baby. It was the right thing to do. Yes, he could hate her—would hate her—but he deserved to know. Not wanting children was one thing, but having one and not knowing about it was something else entirely, and she’d never do that to him. She’d tell him she didn’t want money, that she’d raise the baby alone. No way would she force him into fatherhood.


    As the noon rush kicked in, she poured a cup of coffee and slid it across the counters. After leaving Parker’s place the way she did, she guessed he’d find a new favorite coffee shop, even though he swore she made the best, Grande Americano, extra shot.


    “Next in line,” she said.


    “Grande Americano, extra shot.”


    Her heart crashed as she slowly lifted her head to meet a pair of eyes so intense and serious her legs nearly went out beneath her. Was he really standing here, ordering a coffee, like nothing had happened between them? God, how could they pretend like this after she loved him so physically, so intimately? But more importantly, how was he going to react when she told him?


    How much was he going to hate her?


    She made a move to turn, but his hand snaked out to capture hers, his warm palm closing over her arm. Awareness flared through her, her heart aching with all the things she felt for him. She pulled her hand back and instantly felt the loss, her emotions in turmoil as the man she loved stood over her—acting like nothing had happened between them.


    “Hey,” he said.


    Trying for professional even though her insides were in chaos, she said, “Grand Americano, extra shot coming right up.”


    “It’s not the coffee I want, Layla.”


    Wait. What?


    Her lungs constricted, making breathing almost impossible “Parker,” she began, all eyes in the café suddenly on them. “Please don’t…”


    “I’m not leaving here until we talk. I know why you ran.”


    She gripped the counter to keep herself from falling. He couldn’t possibly know? “Not here.” Her boss was in the back room counting inventory. Any minute he’d be out to check on her, and no doubt she’d lose her job this time. “Not like this.”


    He folded his arms. “Yes, here. Like this.”


    She shook her head, her ponytail bouncing as her stomach lurched.


    One eyebrow shot up. “Did you forget I know how to get you to say yes?”


    Forget? How could she forget? One hot look from him, and yes was on her lips.


    “All I have to do is wear you out, and I plan to stand in this exact spot until you give in and talk to me.”


    “Please don’t make a scene. I need this job.” More than he ever knew.


    “Make a scene. When have I ever made a scene?”


    He snapped his fingers, and some young executive from SKYWEB held the glass door open. Wind rushed through the café as men filed in, all carrying bags and packages, and diapers, and strollers. Everything a new parent would need.


    “Oh. My. God,” she said, backing away. He really did know. “Parker…”


    “For the baby,” he said in a soft voice. “I wasn’t sure if it was a boy or girl, so I got one of everything in both colors.”


    “Parker, I can’t…how?”


    He pulled a “First Response” perforated piece of the pouch from his pocket. “You must have dropped this.”


    Heat moved into her face and tears fell. God, he knew. She expected anger, but when her gaze met his, all she saw was pure adoration. Love. She blinked her eyes, her mind spinning. How can that be?


    “You ran because I said I never wanted a family or kids. You ran to protect yourself, and to protect me from something you thought I didn’t want. But I do want this. So much has changed since I met you. I want the white picket fence, Layla. I want the family, babies, and middle of the night feedings. I want it all with you.”


    “Parker,” she said, hardly able to believe what she was hearing. Her entire body shook, as he offered her everything she’d ever wanted.


    “I know you didn’t get pregnant on purpose, Layla. You’re not my mother.” He sucked in a breath and let it out slowly. “Basically you ran because I’m a total dick.”


    He knows I didn’t do it on purpose.


    Just then a purring sound reached her ears, and from the bag over his shoulder, he produced a kitten.


    “The stray,” she murmured, her heart pounding in her ears. “You…I thought.”


    “I never should have said no. It’s just that…well, after Chester.”


    She frowned. “Chester?”


    “The stray I once had, remember?”


    “No…you never said anything…” When her voice fell off, he angled his head, those astute eyes of his moving over her face, reading her every thought, her deepest worries.


    “You didn’t think I meant… Oh, Layla. I took in a stray once. Chester died after a month, and it broke my fucking heart. Wasn’t sure I could do it again. That’s all. I thought I told you that story.”


    “You didn’t.” She looked at the kitten. “I can’t believe you brought her here.”


    “Anything for you, Layla.” He tucked the kitten back in the bag and straightened. “Now are you coming out here, or am I coming back there to scoop you up, and carry you out?” He grinned. “We never did have that contract drawn up.”


    She darted a nervous glance around. “Parker, everyone is looking at us.”


    “I don’t care.”


    “This is going to be all over the news.”


    “Good. I want everyone to know I love you and that you’re having my baby.”


    “You love me?”


    “Of course I fucking love you, now get over here.”


    “So bossy,” she said as she came from around the counter, her legs so shaky it was a miracle she could walk.


    He went down on one knee, and she gasped. “Marry me, Layla.”


    She shook her head no, and his grip on her hand tightened. “Layla—”


    “I don’t want you to marry me just because I’m pregnant.”


    “I love you. Pregnant or not, I want you to be mine. I have for a while now.” He brought her hand to his and kissed it. “Please say yes.”


    Her pulse shot up. “Parker, this is happening so fast.”


    He brushed a tear from her face. “Not really. I already had one of the spare rooms turned into a permanent art studio for you. I wanted to show you how much I needed forever with you.”


    “You did?” she managed to get out, a little whimper of pleasure and surprise catching in her throat.


    He did that for me?


    “Yes. I don’t want you to go to New York, Layla. I want you to stay here with me, and paint, and eventually open your own art gallery.” The muscles along his jaw tightened. “But if you want to go to New York, I’ll understand. We’ll just have to commute, find a way to work things out with the baby’s schedule.”


    “You want me to paint full-time, and build an inventory?” He nodded, and she said, “It will be years of work before I make a dime.”


    “Let me take care of you.” She opened her mouth to protest, and he pulled her to her knees. He cupped her face, his hand so soft and warm. “You’re not my mother, and I’m not your father, Layla. I’m not going to bail. Trust me.”


    She swallowed against the tightness in her throat and took in the man before her. A man who was sweet, loving, and sensitive. A man who cared more about others than money. A man who went out of his way to give her everything she wanted, but more importantly, everything she needed. A man she trusted like she’d never trusted another.


    She put her hand on his face. “I do trust you, Parker.”


    “You’ll stay?”


    “I’d like that very much.”


    He pressed his lips to hers and cheers erupted around them. The place had gone so quiet, she’d forgotten she was in a full coffee shop with everyone listening. She glanced up, and someone took their picture.


    “I love you,” he whispered.


    “I love you, too, even though you’re bossy and always seem to get what you want.”


    He laughed. “Let’s get out of here and pick out some things for the nursery. I’ll call my decorator—”


    “No.”


    Unease moved into his eyes. “Layla, please…”


    “No, Parker, this is one thing I will fight you on.”


    “I don’t get it. Do you not want to come live with me? I love you. You love me. I want you to marry me. I even got us tickets to honeymoon in Jamaica. You always said—”


    Heart soaring, she pressed her finger to his lips. “Stop talking.”


    She took in the hard lines of his jaw as he squared his shoulders. “I will not—”


    “I want us to decorate the room together. No professionals.”


    Relief softened his features. “So that’s a yes, then. To everything.”


    “That’s a yes, to everything. But I think you might be forgetting something.”


    He looked at all the boxes and packages. “I did.”


    “Yeah, this is going to cost you five million dollars.”


    He grinned, pressed his lips to hers again and whispered into her mouth, “Doesn’t matter, you’re worth it.”

  


  
    Epilogue


    “Holy God, did you see those groomsmen?” Andi asked, more of a statement than a question.


    Laid out on her lounge chair, the Jamaican sun warm on her body, Layla angled her head to take in her friend’s wide-eyed expression. She laughed when she caught her child-like enthusiasm, as she drooled over Parker’s college friends.


    “Yeah, kind of hard to miss them, considering they’ve been here all week, and stood beside Parker when we got married yesterday.”


    Since she was busy with school, Parker had planned the whole wedding, and as soon as she finished the last of her exams, he flew everyone to Jamaica to give her a nice warm destination wedding. She had to admit she was definitely pulling off lounging on a beach in style, despite the maternity bathing suit.


    Her best friend, Andi, who also stood as her maid of honor, took a long pull from her straw, finishing the last drops of her daiquiri, then said, “They’re all freaking hot, every single one of them.”


    “Oh, I know,” Layla responded, as she let her gaze stray across the beach. The Caribbean waters crashed against the shore as Parker, his four best men, and a handful of other guys, including his cousin Grant, all played volleyball on the sand. Andi was right. The guys were all athletic and good-looking, but none of them were Parker.


    My sweet, sweet husband.


    As her hand went to her growing belly, to feel another soft kick, her mind tripped back to earlier in the week. Upon first meeting Parker’s friends, they all seemed leery of her—suspicious for their own reasons—but it didn’t take them long to see just how much Parker and she loved one another, just how committed they truly were.


    And if she wasn’t mistaken, a few of them might even have been envious of their relationship. She glimpsed the looks on their faces as she walked down the aisle to her waiting fiancé, now husband. Lucas especially. Those dark eyes of his dimmed with longing. Yeah, they all had a million reasons not to walk down the aisle, but something told her he might be the next guy willing to part with his money—if the right girl came along.


    Parker spiked the ball, and the other team groaned as it hit the sand, ending the game. Not even breathless after all the physical activity, he ran to her and dropped to his knees in the sand. Her heart raced as she gazed at him, watched him place a loving hand over her stomach.


    “How are my girls?” he asked.


    “Your girls are great.”


    His blue eyes softened as he gazed at her. As she hit the five-month pregnancy mark, she was beginning to feel like a bloated whale, but he still looked at her expanding body with love and adoration, making her feel like the most important woman in the world.


    He leaned in and placed a kiss on her lips, and from beside them, Andi stood and whispered, “Get a room already.”


    They both laughed as she strolled to the water in a very skimpy bikini that seemed to draw an awful lot of attention, but Parker only had eyes for Layla, and that nearly filled her eyes with tears.


    She gazed beyond his broad shoulders for a second to see Andi stop near the shoreline to talk to Parker’s parents as they held hands and searched for seashells. She gave a contented sigh. Life was so strange, sometimes. Parker never thought he’d see those two together again and happy. Sure they sparred a lot. So did she and Parker. But she kind of loved their teasing camaraderie.


    The man she loved with all her heart frowned and glanced at the umbrella covering only half her body. “Are you sure you should be in the sun?”


    She smiled. Never in her life had someone been so protective of her, and while she loved it, she still liked to push back. “I’m fine,” she said, and gave an exaggerated huff.


    “Yeah, but…”


    His words fell off as she placed her hand on his face. “Are you going to spend our whole pregnancy hovering over me like an old woman?”


    “Hell yeah, I am,” he shot back quickly.


    She laughed, pressed her lips to his and said, “Good.”


    Catching her by surprise, he scooped her up, and she placed her hand on his strong heart, loving the feel of it beneath her palm.


    “What do you think you’re doing? I was perfectly—”


    “Taking you back to our room.”


    She wrapped her arms around him to hold on. “I told you I was fine. The sun isn’t going to hurt me, or the baby.”


    He started toward their honeymoon suite. “Maybe I want you in the room for other reasons, did you ever think of that?”


    “Oh,” she said, a tingle of excitement racing through her.


    He winked at her. “Yeah, oh.”


    “How very naughty of you?”


    “Naughty? I think that word’s already on the list, my sweet wife.”


    Her heart soared, loving how he called her that. “Maybe it’s time to get rid of the list.”


    His grin held all kinds of mischief. “Or maybe I can lay you out on the bed, strip you naked, and get creative so you can come up with all kinds of new names.”


    “I like the sound of that, my sweet husband.”


    His steps slowed as he gazed at her, his eyes full of worship. “I love you so fucking much, Layla.”


    Her heart nearly exploded with all the love she felt for her husband. “I love you too, Parker.” She rocked in his arms, “Now pick up the pace, already.”


    He shook his head and laughed. “That mouth of yours.”


    “I bet you know just what to do with it.”


    “Damn right I do.”
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