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SYNOPSIS

 Rafe Sorento has watched parades of beautiful women walk through the doors of Electric Mist. Working double shifts to help provide for his recently widowed sister and her three girls, however, doesn’t leave a lot of time—or money—for things like dating. He especially doesn’t have time to chase a woman who doesn’t want to be caught, but after a chance encounter outside the club, he just can’t seem to get Cecily Baker out of his head. 
 Lovely in every sense of the word, and just as stubborn, she challenges everything he thought he knew about love and romance. The more she pushes, the harder he pushes back, determined to prove that having someone to lean on isn’t a weakness, and being strong means knowing when to bend.
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CHAPTER ONE


You have to put yourself out there.


Aren’t you tired of being alone?


You just haven’t met the right guy.

 At thirty-six, Cecily Baker had heard it all more times than she cared to calculate. To put herself “out there,” however, meant engaging in small talk which inevitably led to walking the tightrope between being personal and personable.  
 Except for the occasional errand, she didn’t often leave her apartment. Most communication happened over the phone or through email. Sometimes, she’d go entire days without uttering a single word out loud, and frankly, she saw nothing wrong with that.  
 Casual hookups held little interest for her, and sex didn’t rank high on her must-do list, either. When the mood did strike, her ridiculously expensive vibrator did more for her than any man ever had. As an added benefit, her battery-operated-boyfriend didn’t want to cuddle afterward.  
 If Mr. Right came along, she wouldn’t slam the door in his face, but quite frankly, she was content being alone. Besides, her previous forays into the dating scene hadn’t exactly made her long for that elusive happily-ever-after.  
 Standing at the front door of Electric Mist with her gold clutch in one hand and her entrance ticket in the other, she silently cursed her sister for being so damn persuasive. The last place she wanted to be was at a meet-and-greet for local singles, even if it happened to be at one of the most popular clubs in Indianapolis. 
 “One hour,” Cecily warned. “That’s it.” The dress she’d chosen looked amazing, but it wasn’t in any way comfortable. On top of that, her feet ached inside her strappy heels, and the humidity of the night had already left a fine sheen of perspiration across her brow. “I will not be your wingman. I will not go on a double date with you because some poor shmuck has a friend. Are we clear?” 
 After a solid week of moping over another breakup, Melissa had the itch again. Since as far back as junior high, her baby sister hadn’t been without a man for more than a couple of months at a time. Melissa enjoyed attention, lived for the chase, and she’d always been in love with the idea of love.  
 It wouldn’t have been so bad if she didn’t have the absolute worst taste in the opposite sex. 
 Melissa snorted, took Cecily’s hand, and pulled her through the heavy oak door. “Lighten up. We’re here to have fun, remember?” 
  “No.” Cecily passed her invitation to the doorman, subtly admiring the way his black, T-shirt clung to his muscled torso. “You’re here to find your next Prince Charming. I’m here to make sure you don’t get into trouble. No one ever mentioned fun.” 
 “It was in the fine print,” the bouncer said as he took Cecily’s wrist and pulled her closer to place a glow-in-the-dark stamp on the back of her hand. “That shit will get you every time.” 
 Laughing in spite of herself, Cecily nodded and pulled her hand away. “I’ll remember that.” 
 “Private party is upstairs in the VIP lounge.” Settling back onto his barstool beside the door, he grinned, his chocolate-brown eyes shining with humor. “Have fun, ladies.” 
 Leading the way through the crowd congregated around the north bar, Melissa smiled and waved flirtatiously at a group of boys who looked barely old enough to be in the club. The crimson dress she’d chosen for the evening molded to her like a familiar lover, plunging low at the neckline and leaving very little to the imagination.  
 In other words, it was working exactly as intended. 
 “He’s cute,” Melissa called over the dance music blaring from the speakers as she carefully maneuvered the metal staircase that led up to the private lounge. 
 “Which one?” Looking over her shoulder, Cecily scoffed at the man-child brigade still drooling after her sister. 
 “The bouncer.” 
 “The bouncer?” Cecily shrugged and settled onto a plush sofa near the railing at the top of the stairwell. His dark hair had held just a hint of curl, which she liked, but not as much as she liked the scruff that had adorned his square jaw. “Yeah, I wouldn’t kick him out of bed.” 
 “Ask him.” Joining her on the sofa, Melissa settled down on the edge of the far cushion and twisted her lips into a coy grin. “Maybe he’ll take you up on the offer. I bet he makes a mean breakfast.” 
 “You are disturbing. You know that, right?” 
 “Doesn’t mean I’m not right.” Melissa fidgeted, shifting in her seat while her eyes darted about the lounge. “Okay, I’m going to mingle, maybe grab some cheese from the snack table.” Standing, she smoothed the lines from the front of her dress, then tossed her ebony curls over her shoulder. “Want something?” 
 “A vodka sour, hold the sour.” Cecily shook her head when Melissa frowned at her. “Never mind. I’m good.” 
 “Cecily.” For once, Melissa spoke without a hint of her usual flippancy. “I know you’re just here for me, but try to have fun, okay?” 
 “I’ll try,” she promised. 
 In reality, she’d rather be back in her apartment by the canal, curled up on the sofa and binge-watching trash TV in her most comfortable pajamas. Instead of cheese and wine, she’d be elbow deep in a bag of salt and vinegar chips and washing it all down with enough iced coffee to power a space shuttle.  
 Yep, she was a total catch. It was a wonder she didn’t have guys beating down her door.  
 “Go,” she insisted when Melissa continued to stare at her. “I’m fine. Maybe I’ll go chat up the bouncer.” 
 Melissa gave her a pinched look that said she didn’t believe her, but she didn’t argue. With a flutter of her fingers, she pulled her shoulders back, pasted on a million-watt smile, and strutted toward a group of strangers loitering near the crescent-shaped bar. 
 Settling deeper into the black, suede sofa, Cecily crossed one leg over the other, tugging her dress down when it rode up her thighs. Damn, she really needed that drink. 
 As if conjured by thought alone, a pretty woman in a sleek, blue dress appeared next to her arm. “Welcome to Electric Mist. Can I get you something from the bar?” 
 “Vodka sour, please.” 
 “You got it. Drinks and appetizers are on the house for VIP guests until midnight.” She pointed to the long table next to the bar laden with everything from pretzel sticks to chicken wings. “Can I get you anything else?” 
 Cecily smiled politely but waved her hand at the server. “Nothing, thank you. Just the vodka sour.” 
 “No problem. I’m Jessica, so just give a yell if you change your mind.” With a cheery smile, she turned and flounced away, her dark ponytail swishing with every step. 
 The server hadn’t been gone more than a few seconds when a young man strutted over to her and dropped onto the other end of the sofa. “Is this seat taken?” 
 An affirmative answer played on the tip of her tongue, but Cecily bit it back and grinned. Everything about him radiated confidence, but he was too eager to have much experience with women. Still, she’d made her sister a promise. 
 “Not at the moment.” 
 “Are you here alone, then?” Leaning forward, he rested his elbows on his knees, letting his hand dangle between his legs. “I didn’t see you with anyone.” 
 “I’m not alone.” Already, she regretted her momentary lapse in judgment.  
 Tilting her head slightly, she studied her companion while she searched for something more to say. He had nice eyes, a decent smile, and curly blond locks that framed his face like an angel’s halo. His flawless skin had a dewy glow, and his face still held the slight roundness of youth.  
 “How old are you?” she blurted. 
 “Twenty-four.” He held his hand out toward her. “I’m Daniel, by the way.” 
 Sighing, Cecily grasped it briefly, vaguely noticing the manicured nails and baby-soft skin. “Cecily, and no offense, but I’m too old for you.” 
 “Too old? Come on, you can’t be more than a couple of years older than me.” 
 Her vanity appreciated the compliment, but she saw right through those baby blue eyes and dimpled cheeks. “Trust me, kid, you wouldn’t know what to do with this.” 
 “I’m a quick study. Maybe I’ll surprise you.” 
 “I’m thirty-six,” she said in challenge. “Still think you can handle it?” 
 “Beautiful, you don’t look a day over twenty-six.” Taking her hand again, he slid closer to her side. “Tell me what I have to do to convince you to dance with me.” 
 “Maybe some other time.” 
 “One dance,” Daniel insisted. “If you still feel that way, I promise I won’t bother you anymore.” 
 Thankfully, the server arrived with her drink, giving her an excuse to take a moment before answering. Accepting the sweating rock glass, she thanked Jessica and assured her once again that she wasn’t interested in food. Left alone with Daniel once more, she still hesitated, taking a long swallow of her cocktail before finally looking at him.  
 “You seem like a nice guy, but I’m not interested. Sorry.” She wasn’t sorry, but it felt like an appropriate thing to say. 
 Daniel clearly detected the finality in her tone, because his charming façade cracked, and his eyes tightened at the corners. “Fine,” he bit out, “can’t blame a guy for trying.” 
 “Nice meeting you.”  
 In response, he stood with a grunt, then marched away without a backward glance. 
 “Rude,” she muttered against the lip of her glass before taking another drink. “Maybe it was something I said.” 
 Sadly, he wasn’t the last would-be suitor to try his luck. Several men came and went. Most of them in their early twenties like Daniel. Some handsome. Some not so much, but each one cockier than the last. It wouldn’t have surprised her to learn that they’d placed bets on which one of them could thaw the Ice Queen in the blue dress.  
 She had zero patience for any of it.  
 Finishing her third drink in one long swallow, she set the glass down on the end table and stood. A cursory glance around the lounge only annoyed her because she couldn’t find Melissa. Resting a hand on the iron railing, she leaned over, scanning the bodies packed together on the dance floor, but she didn’t see her sister there, either.  
 By the time she made it down the stairs, her irritation had turned to worry, especially when she saw no sign of Melissa at either of the bars. Pushing her way past the line of women waiting for the ladies’ room, she ignored the insults hurled her way as she barged into the bathroom, calling her sister’s name.  
 A ringing began in her ears, tension formed between her shoulder blades, and a cold, hollow ache knotted itself in her stomach. Jesus, it felt just like the time when Melissa had been six, and Cecily had lost her at a Christmas tree lot. Rationally, she knew her sister was a capable adult, and had been for some time now, but her panic allowed no room for logic. 
 Squeezing through the throng of people, she stalked toward the bouncer still stationed at the door. “Excuse me? I don’t know if you remember me, but I came in with my sister.” She held the hand that clutched her wallet-sized purse out to the side, raising it to about the bridge of her nose. “This tall, dark hair, petite, wearing a red dress that screams of desperation? Have you seen her?” 
 The man nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah, I remember. She left with someone about half an hour ago.” 
 “Someone?” 
 The bouncer chuckled. “A man.” 
 “I’m going to kill her.” A frustrated growl vibrated up through her throat, and she clenched her fist at her side. 
 “Is everything okay?” 
 “Yes. No. I don’t know.” Cecily clamped her lips together and breathed in deeply through her nose. “I’m sure everything’s fine.” Unzipping her purse, she fished out her cell phone and immediately brought up Melissa’s number. “I can’t believe her.” 
 “My shift ends in ten minutes if you want help finding her.” 
 “No.” Sighing when her call went directly to voicemail, Cecily took a final look around the club and turned toward the exit. “Thank you.” It wasn’t the first time Melissa had disappeared on her. “I’m just going to go home and wait.” 
 “Be careful out there.” Lifting a business card from the podium beside him, the bouncer passed it to Cecily without flair or flourish. “If you need a cab, call that number and ask for Jefferson. Tell him Rafe sent you.” 
 Cecily thumbed the corner of the card before handing it back. “Thanks, but I don’t live far.” She just wanted to get home, slip into a hot shower, and forget the night had ever happened. “Good night, Rafe.” 




CHAPTER TWO

 “You working tomorrow night?” 
 Rafe Sorento patted the pockets of his gray sweater jacket, ensuring he hadn’t forgotten anything. “Yeah, I’m working the bar in the VIP lounge. Some bachelorette party or something.” 
 “I don’t envy you.”  
 Jared Cowell, another of the club’s bouncers, hung his coat on the hook behind the barstool and chuckled. His shorn head, multiple piercings, and sleeve of gothic tattoos made him look incredibly intimidating. To that point, he was damn good at his job, but honestly, Rafe didn’t think he’d ever met a nicer guy. 
 “You need anything before I take off?” 
 “Nah.” Taking up the seat Rafe had just vacated, Jared rolled his neck and smiled. “See you tomorrow, man.” 
 Nodding, Rafe pushed the door open with his shoulder and stepped out into the night. Neon signs, passing cars, and lighted storefronts shined brightly down the length of Meridian Street, but he only passed a couple of pedestrians on the familiar route to this apartment. At ten o’clock on a Thursday night, most people were either already in the clubs or at home preparing for bed.  
 The streetlamps overhead buzzed, their orange light illuminating the pockmarked sidewalk beneath his feet. The breeze that ruffled his hair was unseasonably chilled for early October, but at least summer had finally released its brutal hold on the city.  
 Turning the corner, he slowed, a frown tugging at his lips when he spotted a familiar figure leaning against the side of a trendy pet bakery. She leaned her head back, resting it against the bricks, while the straps of her shoes dangled from her right index finger. He couldn’t remember her name, but he had no problem placing her from the club.  
 “Did you find your friend?” he called as he approached. 
 Her head snapped up, and she winced as she struggled to push herself away from the wall. “Oh, hello again.” The relief in her voice was nearly palpable. “My sister, and nope. No luck.” 
 Rafe cursed himself for startling her, but at least she seemed to relax once she recognized him. “Is everything okay?”  
 Tear tracks stained her cheeks, glistening in the light from the streetlamps, but she laughed as she held up her shoes. “I broke a heel. Possibly an ankle. How was your night?” 
 Indeed, he could see one gold heel barely hanging on by a strip of thin leather. Blood seeped from a gash on her knee and trickled down the length of her leg to a visibly swollen ankle. Her dark-blue dress had a tear up the side, clear to her hip, revealing a pair of lacy black panties. Though an enjoyable sight, Rafe adverted his eyes to allow her a measure of modesty. 
 “I’m sorry you’re having such a lousy night. Do you need a doctor?” He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and offered it to the curvy blonde.  
 Looking down at the phone, she shook her head. “I’m pretty sure I just need ice, rest, and some aspirin.” 
 “Let me at least call you a cab.” 
 Given how long ago she’d left the club, and the fact that she hadn’t made it far, she’d likely been leaning against that brick wall for the better part of twenty minutes. Still, pride flashed in her eyes when she straightened and pulled her shoulders back. 
 “I live just up the block.” She waved a small clutch in the direction of the canal. “I’ll be fine.” 
 Kneeling on the sidewalk, he looked up at her as he reached for her leg. “May I?” At her nod, he lifted her leg, bending it at the knee, and gingerly rested her foot on his thigh. “You’re right,” he murmured when she hissed. “Not broken, but badly sprained. I’m sorry, sweetheart, but I don’t think you’re walking anywhere on it.” 
 “Cecily.” 
 Easing her foot back to the ground, Rafe stood and brushed the dirt from his jeans. “Excuse me?” 
 “My name is Cecily Baker, not sweetheart.” 
 “Well, Cecily Baker, I’m Rafe Sorento, and I’m headed in the same direction. If you don’t want a cab, at least let me help you home.” 
 The muscles in her jaw ticked, and he could practically see the war raging inside her head. Silently, he waited for her to work it out, hoping good sense would win out over stubborn pride. He wouldn’t leave her to fend for herself, but a little cooperation would make helping her much easier. 
 “Okay…yes.” The sigh that rolled from her painted lips said she didn’t like it, but she was a practical lady, just as Rafe had predicted. “I’m two streets up at the Garden Apartments.” Ducking her head, she tucked a strand of dark brown hair behind her ear. “Thank you.”  
 “Don’t mention it. So, how do you want to do this?” He reached for her waist but stopped short. “Um, well.” Taking her wrist, he pulled her arm around his neck, bending to accommodate her shorter stature. Still, he didn’t know what to do with his other hand. “I think…if we…uh…” 
 “Relax.” Cecily removed her arm from around his neck and leaned against his side with a little shake of her head. Then she took his free hand and guided it to encircle her midsection. “Unless you want to haul me home in a fireman’s carry, I think this is our best option.” 
 Even in the unflattering light, Cecily’s ivory skin glowed flawlessly, and her long, curls created soft shadows that drew his eye to the curve of her neck. Heat radiated through her thin dress to warm his palm, and Rafe gritted his teeth against the groan building in his chest.  
 “The Garden Apartments?” He coughed to clear the gravel from his throat. “How long have you lived there?” 
 “About four years now.” The tightness in her voice testified to her level of pain, but she didn’t complain as she limped beside him. “Thank you again. I’m sure this isn’t how you planned to spend your night.” 
 “Oh, I don’t know. I like to think I’m something of a superhero. Leaping tall buildings, racing bullets, and helping beautiful damsels in distress. It’s all in the job description.” 
 She laughed at his lame joke, a deep, throaty chuckle that tripped his pulse into a gallop. “Mild-mannered bouncer by night, milder-mannered superhero by later night? Sounds intriguing.” 
 “Yeah, but it’s not all fun and games.” The breeze shifted, bringing with it the faint scent of floral perfume mixed with just a hint of vodka. “I mean, where do you even find a phone booth these days?” 
 Nearing the crosswalk, Cecily pulled him to a stop and leaned heavily against his side. “Just one second, okay? Sorry about this.” 
 He could tell her not to apologize, but he got the impression that would be exactly the wrong thing to say. “I’m not in any hurry,” he answered instead. “I don’t have anywhere to be, and it’s not like there’s someone waiting up for me.” 
 “Oh, you live alone?” She sounded only mildly curious as she reached over to drop her shoes into a nearby city trash bin. “I really liked those shoes.” Her nose scrunched up adorably, and her eyes creased at the corners. “They hurt like hell, but they were pretty.” 
 “I’m sorry for your loss. We’ll look into grief counseling in the morning.” 
 Cecily’s husky laughter ended abruptly when she sucked in a sharp breath through gritted teeth. “Light’s green.” She nodded toward the crosswalk sign on the other side of the intersection. “I’m ready.” As they started across the street, she leaned on him a little more heavily, letting him take just a bit more of her weight. “You never did answer. About living alone?” 
 “Miss Baker, are you flirting with me? Trying to get me all to yourself?” 
 “I already have you to myself, Mr. Sorento, but don’t worry. I promise not to take advantage.” Her voice trembled a little as she spoke, and she shivered against him.  
 Mentally berating himself, he stopped near a lamp post on the other side of the intersection. “Hold on to this for a second.” Once she was steady on her feet—or foot, as it were—he stepped away, stripped out of his jacket, then turned to drape it around her shoulders. “Here. This should be better.” 
 “You didn’t have to…” Pulling the jacket tighter around her, she pressed her nose to the collar and smiled. “Thank you.” 
 Gathering her against his side again, he started walking, wishing he could do more for her, but instinctively knowing she wouldn’t allow it. All too soon, however, her apartment building loomed ahead, its windows illuminated with soft, amber lights, or flickering with the glow of television sets.  
 “Almost there. How are you doing?” 
 “It hurts,” she admitted, “but I’ll live.” 
 He liked that. Truthful and to the point without being manipulative or attention-seeking.  
 “Here we are,” he announced a few minutes later when they arrived at her building, right at the foot of an open, concrete stairwell. “Home, safe and mostly sound, as promised.” 
 “My hero.”  
 “Indeed.” He gazed up at the zigzagging stairwell. “Tell me you’re not on the fifth floor.” 
 “Okay, I won’t tell you.” 
 Rafe frowned. “Just how do plan to get up to your apartment, then?” 
 Easing away from him, she offered a half-hearted shrug. “Carefully?” 

Stubborn woman. Without giving her the opportunity to argue, he kept one arm around her waist and stooped to hook the other behind her knees, sweeping her easily into his arms. 
 Cecily squealed, a sound he didn’t think her capable of making, and swatted at his chest. “What the hell are you doing? Put me down!” 
 “How else do you plan to make it up five flights of stairs?” 
 “Shut up.” She grumbled a little under her breath, but after a moment, she settled into his arms and stopped squirming. “Are you always like this?” 
 “Like what?” 
 “Logical.” 
 “Not really.” He shook his head as he began the climb to the fifth floor. “It’s probably fifty-fifty.” 
 “You’re not like other guys,” she muttered somewhere near the third-floor landing. 
 It sounded like a compliment. She looked thoughtful instead of irritated when she said it. He decided to take it as a compliment. 
 Reaching the uppermost level, he headed toward the end of the corridor, following Cecily’s instructions to the last door on the left. “Do you need help getting settled?” 
 He expected her obstinacy to return in full force, so he was surprised when she nodded after only a brief hesitation.  
 “If you don’t mind, I’d appreciate it.” Tilting her head to the side, she studied him thoughtfully. “You’re not a serial killer, right?” 
 “Not recently.”  
 Gently, he lowered her to the ground, but left his hand on her lower back to help stabilize her while she rummaged through her clutch for the key. Waiting for her to unlock the deadbolt, he let his mind drift, creating a short to-do list once they made it inside.  
 She’d need to change, of course, and he’d have to clean the scrape on her knee. If she had bandages, he’d wrap her ankle, but she definitely needed to ice and elevate it. A pain reliever would make her more comfortable, but she would probably need something to eat before taking it.   
 Still mulling over his mental checklist, he didn’t realize she’d opened the door, nor did he notice the nuclear meltdown in progress until a high-pitched screech jerked him out of his own head. Jesus, he hadn’t thought humans capable of making such a sound, but then again, he’d never met anyone like Cecily Baker. 
 “Have you lost your freaking mind?” Even with her injured ankle and torn dress, Cecily commanded the attention of everyone in the room—especially the naked couple twined together on the leather sofa. 
 She bit out each word, every syllable dripping with venom. Making a note to never find himself on the wrong end of her temper, Rafe crossed the threshold and closed the door behind him. He’d had a front row seat to his share of family disagreements at the club, so he knew better than to step between Cecily and her sister.  
 The guy cradling his dick with one hand while trying to pull on a pair of jeans with the other, however, didn’t get the same pass. If he even looked at either woman in a way Rafe found offensive, he had no problem tossing the punk out on his ear. 
 “Where are your shoes?” 
 “I broke a heel,” Cecily answered simply, turning toward her sister. She offered no further details.  
 “And your dress? What the hell happened to your dress?” 
 Holding the rip in her dress together, clearly trying to hide her injuries, Cecily straightened her spine and shook her head. “Stop trying to change the subject. We’re not talking about me.” Her icy stare shifted back to the young man when he cleared his throat. “Get. Out.” 
 “Daniel, you don’t have to leave.” Cecily’s sister squared her shoulders, clearly trying to appear dignified. Not an easy accomplishment with nothing but a small, cashmere blanket covering her. “This is my apartment, too.” 
 “Daniel?” Tilting her head to the side, Cecily eyed the guy and snorted in a way that said they’d met before…and she hadn’t been impressed. “Yes, Melissa, he most certainly does have to leave.” 
 “So, what? You can bring a guy home, but I can’t?” She glared at Rafe as she spoke. 
 “Yes,” Cecily responded, and she suddenly sounded exhausted. “I can’t do this. Not tonight.” She cast another fleeting glance toward Daniel, then back to her sister. “Don’t forget to put the dog out before you go to bed.” 




CHAPTER THREE

 No one on the planet could piss Cecily off quite like her sister.  
 Melissa was charming, beautiful, and intelligent. She could captivate an entire room by doing nothing more than breathing. Unfortunately, she was also selfish, reckless, and completely convinced of her own self-importance. Worse, in the last couple of years, she’d developed the deplorable habit of measuring her self-worth based on her relationship status.  
 It hadn’t always been that way. Once upon a time, she’d been a sweet, quiet, little girl who thought boys were gross and dreamed of being a veterinarian. Where the hell had that girl gone?  
 Simmering just beneath Cecily’s anger, however, humiliation burned like a white-hot poker. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”  
 Rafe held her around the waist, supporting the majority of her weight as she led the way down the hallway to her bedroom. “Believe it or not, I’ve seen naked people before.” 
 “You know what I meant.” 
 Pushing open the door, he held her tighter, practically carrying her to the bed where he lowered her gently to the edge of the mattress. “You need to elevate your ankle and get some ice on it.” He threaded his fingers through his raven hair, pushing the strands back from his face. “That knee also needs some attention. Do you have a first aid kit?” 
 There were purple shadows beneath his eyes she hadn’t noticed before, and he moved slowly, sluggishly. “Thank you for everything, but go home, Rafe. You look dead on your feet.” He’d already done more than she had any right to expect from him. “Melissa will help me…once she’s dressed.” 
 “Well, no offense, but Melissa seems to be indisposed at present. So, it looks like you’re stuck with me.” He shrugged. “You get changed. I’ll get the ice and find some aspirin.” 
 Cecily didn’t want to appear ungrateful, and under different circumstances, she might not have been so eager to see the back of him. As it stood, her entire leg hurt like the ten shades of hell, and she was mortified over her sister’s behavior. More than anything, she just wanted to be alone. 
 “Look, buddy, I appreciate your help, but I don’t know you.” 
 “I don’t know you, either, lady.” Rafe rolled his eyes and placed a hand on her shoulder when she tried to stand. “You’re not going to be happy until you break that ankle, are you? If it makes you feel better, you can consider this part of the superhero package. There’s free Wi-Fi and a continental breakfast, too.” 
 “Rafe…”  
 But he just shook his head and slipped out of the room, disappearing down the hallway before she could devise a convincing argument. 
 The lounge clothes she’d worn for most of the day still sat in a pile at the foot of the bed. The tattered, faded T-shirt, she’d had since high school, and the pink checkered pajama bottoms were at least one size too big. She liked her ratty old clothes, and since she worked from home, she saw no reason to be uncomfortable.  
 Except for Melissa or the UPS guy, no one ever saw her in those clothes. Normally, she didn’t care what people thought of her, but she couldn’t deny there was something different about Rafe. She never let anyone tell her what to do in her own home, not even her sister, but there she sat, waiting for a guy she’d just met to bring her an ice pack and tuck her into bed.  
 Groaning at her own ridiculousness, she swiveled on her butt and leaned across the mattress to grab her pajamas. He’d already seen her in a torn dress with a swollen ankle and a bloody knee. It didn’t get much worse than that. 
 After a lot of unladylike grunting and contorting, she finally managed to get her dress unzipped and pushed down to her waist. She debated for several seconds on whether to keep the bra or not, but in the end, exhaustion and pain won out over propriety. After pulling on her T-shirt, she stopped to rest and catch her breath while she worked out the logistics of getting the bottoms on.  
 “Okay, if I just…” Falling back on the mattress, she pushed the form-fitting dress down her torso, rolling and shimmying as she worked the material over her hips. 
 “Ice pack and aspirin,” Rafe announced as he strolled through the doorway. “I’m guessing your first aid stuff is in the—” Coming to a stop in the middle of the room, he pressed his lips together and snorted. “What are you doing?” 
 “I’m trying to get this damn dress off!” Cecily snapped. “What does it look like I’m doing?” 
 Rafe placed the pain reliever on the nightstand and tossed the bag of ice onto the mattress, his gaze straying to the rip in her dress. “I hope it wasn’t a favorite.” 
 Cecily closed her eyes and flopped back on the bed as blood rushed to her cheeks. “It wouldn’t matter if it was. It’s ruined.” 
 “Hey.” 
 Blinking rapidly, she hoisted herself up on her elbows and glared. Christ, this was humiliating. “What?” 
 “Shit happens, right?” 
 “This is why I never leave my house.” A shiver slid down her spine at Rafe’s deep, masculine chuckle. “I’m glad I amuse you.” 
 “They say laughter is the best medicine.” Straddling her thighs, he braced his knees on the side of the mattress and leaned forward. Then, he slid one muscular arm beneath her, right at the small of her back, and stopped. “Ready?” 
 Warmth radiated from his huge frame, seeping into her skin to chase away the chill of the room. “Yeah, ready.” 
 With little effort, he lifted her a few inches and dragged the dress down her thighs in one easy motion. Next, he grabbed her sleep shorts and knelt on the floor to help her into them. He didn’t stare inappropriately. He didn’t comment on the color of her panties or the length of her legs. If anything, he conducted himself a little too clinically. 
 “There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Taking her hand, he pulled her into a sitting position and pursed his lips. “Can you stand?” 
 With a little support and some awkward maneuvering, he managed to get her on her feet. Offering her a hand to keep her steady, he used the other to pull the ivory comforter and striped sheets back on the bed.  
 “In you go.” 
 He worked in silence, helping her into bed and making sure she was comfortable before stacking a couple of pillows to prop up her foot. Once he had the ice pack in place, he shook out a couple of pain relievers from the bottle and handed them to her, along with the bottle of water he’d brought from the kitchen.  
 Cecily couldn’t remember anyone ever taking such good care of her. “Thank you. I know I keep saying it, but really…I don’t know what I would have done without you tonight.”  
 For most of her life, it had fallen to her to take care of people—her sister, her friends, her sick father, and her drunk mother. Asking for help didn’t come naturally, and accepting unsolicited support wasn’t any easier. With Rafe, she didn’t feel helpless or indebted. She wanted to repay his kindness, but not because he made her feel like she owed him.  
 It was all very confusing. 
 “You’re welcome, but it’s not a big deal. I’m sure you’d do the same.” 
 No, she probably wouldn’t. 
 If she had passed a stranger on the sidewalk in the middle of the night, she’d have kept right on walking. She wouldn’t have stopped to inquire about their wellbeing or offer assistance. 
 “I think you give me too much credit.” 
 “And I think you don’t give yourself enough.” Rafe clapped his hands, then rubbed them together with an arched brow. “Are you going to tell me where the bandages are, or should I just start digging through your cabinets until I find them?” 
 “I’m not sure, actually.” There was a vague recollection of purchasing a first aid kit about a year ago floating around in her memories. “Ask Melissa.” 
 “That’s going to be difficult considering she left about ten minutes ago.” 
 “What?” Jerking upright, Cecily dislodged her foot from its perch and cursed when stabbing pains shot through her ankle and up her calf. “I’m going to murder her.” 
 “Easy, killer. You do realize she’s a grown woman, right? I bet she can tie her shoes all by herself and everything.” 
 “Yes, and when she starts acting like an adult, I’ll treat her like one.” She didn’t even know why she tried anymore. “Where’s my phone?” 
 “I’m not going to talk you out of this, am I?” 
 “I need my phone.” Pushing into a more comfortable position, Cecily fumbled around on the nightstand. “Did she say where she was going?” 
 “No, and I didn’t ask.” 
 “She’s probably with that idiot, Daniel. She doesn’t think. Why doesn’t she ever think?” Finding her purse on the corner of the nightstand, she snatched it up and dug her phone out of it. Before she could locate Melissa’s number, however, Rafe plucked the device from her fingers and backed out of reach. “Hey! Give that back.” 
 “What exactly do you plan to do?” 
 “Call my sister, of course.” He hadn’t seemed that thick, but perhaps she’d misjudged him. 
 “No.” Rafe inspected the phone as though he’d never seen one. “You plan to fight with her.” 
 “That’s up to her.” If Melissa wanted to be irrational, Cecily couldn’t stop that. “Besides, I really don’t think it’s any of your business.” 
 “You’re probably right. Still, I don’t see what that has to do with your need to control your sister.” 
 “I’m not controlling her.” No one could control Melissa, not even her parade of lovers. “You wouldn’t get it.” 
 “You’re probably right about that, too.” A long, uncomfortable silence stretched between them, but eventually, Rafe sighed as he passed the phone to her. “Try to get some rest and stay off that foot for a few days.” 
 “You’re leaving?” She’d been ready for him to leave twenty minutes ago, but this didn’t feel right.  
 “It was a pleasure rescuing you, Cecily Baker.” Leaning over the bed, he brushed the hair away from her face and pressed a gentle, chaste kiss to her forehead. “You are unlike any woman I’ve ever met.”  
 He continued to stare down at her as if he wanted to say more, but no words ever came. Eventually, he straightened and turned for the door. 
 “Rafe,” she called when he’d reached the doorway. 
 She didn’t know why she’d stopped him or what she meant to say. She just knew she wasn’t ready for him to leave.  
 Straddling the threshold, he looked over his shoulder and smiled. “Goodbye, Cecily.” 




CHAPTER FOUR

 Standing on the welcome mat in front of Cecily’s apartment, Rafe lifted his hand for the third time but stopped once again before knocking.  
 She probably didn’t want to see him, especially after he’d forced his way into her personal affairs. He couldn’t blame her, but for three days, he’d done nothing but eat, sleep, work, and think about that beautiful, pigheaded woman. 
 He really needed to get a grip. Sucking in a deep breath, he held it for a heartbeat, then exhaled through his nose. If his hand trembled slightly when he knocked, at least there was no one there to witness it. Damn, it had been a long time since a woman had twisted him up in so many knots. 
 The door swung open almost immediately, and Melissa Baker looked up at him with a devilish grin. “Well, well, well. Back for more? I didn’t think there’d be anything left once Cecily finished with you.” 
 Ignoring the attitude, Rafe tucked his hands into the pockets of his jacket and smiled. “Speaking of your sister, is she around?” 
 “Of course. She never goes anywhere or does anything. Ever.” Opening the door a little wider, she stepped to the side, clearing a path into the living room. “Come on in.” She pointed down the short corridor that led to Cecily’s bedroom. “She’s in her room. I’m sure you remember the way.” 
 Clearly, the pair hadn’t made amends since the last time he’d seen them. “Yeah, I remember. Thank you.” 
 “I’m meeting a friend for lunch. Maybe you can keep the Ice Queen occupied so she doesn’t have a coronary that I left.” 
 “Have a nice lunch.” No way was he getting in the middle of that. 
 “I’m a grown woman.” Melissa spun toward him, making the skirt of her pink sundress flare out around her. “She’s such a control freak, and she thinks I can’t blow my nose without her supervision.” Her bright green eyes flashed with a mixture of ire and dejection. “Who acts like that?” 
 Pulling double duty at the club as a bouncer and a bartender, Rafe had broken up a number of disputes and listened to countless drunken rants. Melissa felt suffocated and misunderstood. Cecily felt unappreciated. Unless someone was willing to bend, they were both going to end up miserable. 
 “She just loves you and wants to protect you. That’s not such a bad thing.” 
 Clearly, that wasn’t the answer Melissa wanted to hear. With a dissatisfied snort, she snatched her purse off the counter and stalked past him, slamming the door on her way out with enough force to rattle the wall. 
 “Nice to see you again,” Rafe muttered to the empty room.  
 “Melissa?” Footsteps shuffled down the hallway, and a moment later, Cecily limped into view. “Rafe? What are you doing here?” 
 “I thought I’d drop by and see how you’re feeling.” Lame. “I mean, I was already in the neighborhood.” Lamer. Rafe carded his fingers through his hair and chuckled. “I was thinking about you, and I wanted to see you.”  
 When in doubt, tell the truth.


 “I’m glad you’re here. I’ve been thinking about you, too.” 
 “Is that right? It’s the superhero thing, isn’t it?” 
 “Well, it doesn’t hurt.” When Cecily smiled, it transformed her entire face, giving him a glimpse behind her cool exterior. “I wanted to apologize for the way I acted the other night, about Melissa and everything else. I shouldn’t have dragged you into my drama.” 
 Even without makeup or her hair twisted into artful curls, she was beautiful. Maybe more so. Rafe had always appreciated a woman’s natural beauty, and Cecily had it in spades.  
 “I like a good scandal as much as the next guy, but I’d also really like to get to know you without all the distractions.” He’d been working up to this part for days, but his preparation didn’t make it any easier. “Would you like to have lunch with me? Or maybe coffee? Nothing too serious and no pressure.” 
 Cecily stared at him for a long time before her lips finally curved at the corners. Tucking a lock of hair behind her ear, she bit down on her bottom lip and nodded. The innocence of the action, the vulnerability in it, shattered all of his preconceptions.  
 In that moment, she wasn’t the strong, independent, stubborn woman he’d met on the sidewalk. She was shy, insecure, and just as nervous as he was, transformed into a teenager once again because a boy had asked her out on a date.  
 “I’d like that. Just let me get dressed.” She tugged at the hem of her holey, red T-shirt as she scuffed her toes across the carpeted floor. “I guess I really should get some new lounge clothes.” 
 The wide-necked shirt hung off her shoulders, and the cotton shorts were literally coming apart at the seams. “I don’t think you should change anything.” 
 “Yeah?” 
 “Yeah. You look adorable, and more importantly, you look comfortable.” Rafe plopped down on the sofa and dug around in the cushions for the remote. “I can entertain myself. Go get dressed.” 
 “There’s water and soda in the fridge. Make yourself at home. I’ll just be a minute.” 
 “Take your time.” He’d wait as long as it took. 
 ~ 
 “You work from home, right? What exactly is it you do?” 
 The afternoon sun glinted off the windows of the Canal Walk Café, warming the small patio despite the chill in the air. Cecily had changed into a pair of jeans and a white, long-sleeved blouse that dipped low between her breasts. She’d left her hair loose, and other than a touch of mascara, she’d foregone any makeup.  
 Rafe couldn’t take his eyes off her. 
 “I’m a graphic artist and illustrator.” She stopped there, as though that explained everything, and stuffed half a beignet in her mouth with a cute moan of appreciation. “These are fabulous.” 
 “Graphic art, like video games?” 
 “No, no, nothing like that.” She waved her hand around as she took a sip from her coffee mug. “I do freelance work with privately owned shops in the area. I create all sorts of things for them like fliers, banners, brochures, and different promotional stuff. Mostly, I do cover designs for self-published authors.” 
 “And you draw these designs?” 
 “Not usually, but if they want something specific, I can do that.” 
 Rafe couldn’t draw a straight line, let alone create an entire book cover. “Color me impressed. I’d love to see your work sometime.” 
 “Really?” 
 Resting his elbows on the tabletop, he curled his fingers around his own mug of steaming coffee and tilted his head to the side. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?” 
 “Okay, well…” Cecily shifted in her chair and pointed to a bar and grill across the street. “Benjamin’s? See that logo on the awning? I designed that.” 
 Hearing about her art had impressed him, but seeing it, even in an ordinary logo, awed him. “No shit?” 
 “No shit,” she answered easily. “Okay, your turn. How long have you been a bouncer?” 
 “I mostly tend bar, have for about eight years now.” It wasn’t a long story, or even a particularly interesting one. “A couple of months ago, the summer guys left to go back to school. The owner needed someone to work the door a few nights a week, and I needed the extra shifts. Everyone wins.” 
 Cecily watched him thoughtfully, a shallow valley forming over the bridge of her nose. “See, now I find that impressive. I can barely mix a Jack and Coke.” She brought her mug to her lips again. “So, do you have a specialty drink?” 
 “Naturally.” 
 “Are you going to tell me what it is?” 
 Taking a chance, he reached across the table, taking her hand in his own, and stroked his thumb across the knuckles. “Nope, but if you come into the club on Friday, I’ll make it for you.” 
 Cecily arched an eyebrow, but her lips quirked on one side into a playful smile. “Okay. Sure. Why not?” Easing her hand out his grasp, she settled it in her lap. “I should get back.” 
 Unsure of how to read her mixed signals, Rafe decided to focus only on the positive. For all intents and purposes, she had agreed to a second date, and even though he’d be working, he’d do what he could to make it special.  
 Leaning to the side, he pulled his wallet from his back pocket and shifted through the bills until he found a twenty, then slipped it under the salt shaker, along with their check. 
 “Come on.” He pushed his chair away from the table and stood. “I’ll walk you home.” 
 Cecily used the golden, cloth napkin to brush powdered sugar from her blouse and fingers before joining him. “Do you live close by?” 
 “A few blocks from here.” He didn’t offer more, and she didn’t press. “How’s your ankle?” 
 “It’s still sore, but better. At least I can put weight on it now.” She led him across the street to the canal and along the walkway by the water. “This is one of my favorite places in the whole city. Sometimes, I sit out on my balcony and just watch the people down here.” Leaning sideways, she bumped against his arm. “Do you have a favorite place?” 
 “I guess I’ve never thought about it.” Other than Electric Mist and his crappy one-bedroom apartment, he didn’t get out much. “I like Victory Field. Does that count?” 
 “Definitely not.” Cecily’s dark hair bounced around her face when she shook her head. “You’re a baseball fan? I don’t think we can be friends anymore.” 
 “What do you have against baseball, sweetheart?” 
 She opened her mouth but paused, likely working through how she felt about the endearment. The seconds ticked by, and apparently, she’d decided she could live with it, because a blush stained her cheeks when she spoke again. 
 “I don’t know.” Her words were slow and measured, and her button nose crinkled as she jerked her shoulders in a manner that suggested a shrug, just with more attitude. “I think baseball is boring.” 
 “Sacrilege!” Pressing his right palm over his heart, he used his other hand to give Cecily a gentle push. “You’re right. We really can’t be friends anymore.” Honestly, he didn’t much care for baseball, either, but it was something to do in the city he could actually afford. “Begone, heathen!” 
 She laughed, a rich, genuine laugh straight from the belly, and the pure joy in it made Rafe laugh as well. He loved finding these hidden layers of her personality, and it always made him feel special when she let him see them.  
 People in general, he understood. For the most part, they all wanted the same things, and he considered himself a fairly decent judge of character. In his line of work, he had to be. With Cecily, though, she never did what he expected. Just when he thought he had her figured out, she always did something to surprise him.  
 The more he learned, the more he wanted to know, and somehow, he was sure he’d only begun to scratch the surface. 




CHAPTER FIVE

 “Honey, I’m home!” 
 Rolling her eyes, Cecily saved the progress on her latest project and pushed away from her desk. Rafe had been by almost every day for the past three weeks. Even when she’d ditched their “date” at the club without explanation, he kept showing up.  
 “Melissa, what did I tell you about bringing home strays?” 
 “I didn’t,” her sister protested around a fit of giggles. “He just followed me here.” 
 Ignoring them both, Rafe crossed the room in three long strides to place a kiss on Cecily’s cheek. “What’s the story, Morning Glory?” 
 “What’s the word, Mockingbird?” 
 “You two are terrible.” Bouncing up on her toes, Melissa placed a quick peck on Rafe’s cheek, then turned to give Cecily the same treatment. “I like you better when he’s around, so I guess we can keep him.” Then she sashayed out of the room, humming off-key under her breath as she went. 
 “Ignore her. She’s an idiot.” 
 “I don’t know. I kind of agree with her. We are terrible.” 
 “The worst.” Hell, it even nauseated her when she thought too hard about it. “I meant the part about keeping you. We’re not.” 
 Rafe puffed his lower lip out in an exaggerated pout. “But…I’m useful. I can lift all the heavy stuff.” Raising both arms, he curled his fists inward to flex his muscles, seriously testing the elasticity of his Indianapolis Indians T-shirt. “Granted, I’m not good for much else, but if you have a couch that needs moving, I’m your guy.” 
 Secretly, Cecily found it refreshing to meet a man who didn’t feel the need to posture or prove his masculinity at every turn. Rafe never took himself too seriously, but he could also be sincere and compassionate. He made her laugh, and he listened, really listened, when she talked. In a short time, he’d broken through her wall of cynicism and distrust, and she found herself looking forward to spending time with him. 
 For the first time in a long time, she was…happy. Not just content, but actually happy.  
 “If I ever decide to move, you’ll be the first to know.” 
 “You can help me move,” Melissa interrupted as she strolled back into the living room. 
 “Sure.” Rafe shrugged. “When are you moving?” 
 “Couple of weeks.” Dropping her purse on the kitchen bar, Melissa folded her hands together and beamed. “I’m moving in with Daniel.” 
 “Oh, well…” He rubbed the back of his head, clearly fumbling for what to say next. “That’s great. Congratulations.” 
 “No, it’s not great, and she definitely will not be moving in with Daniel.” Why Melissa insisted on acting like a lovesick twit, Cecily would never understand. Her sister obviously needed someone to save her from herself. “When are you going to grow up?” 
 “I’ve been grown for a while now,” Melissa countered. “When are you going to start treating me like it?” 
 “Shacking up with some guy you met at a bar a few weeks ago is not responsible, adult behavior.” 
 “It’s my life.” Melissa jabbed herself in the chest with her forefinger as she pressed in between Cecily and Rafe. “Is it a mistake? Maybe, but you know what? It’s my mistake. Why can’t you just be happy for me?” 
 “Because who do you think is going to have to pick up the pieces when this all falls apart?” 
 “Ladies—” 
 “Butt out.” Melissa poked Rafe in the stomach before rounding on Cecily again. “Who says it’ll fall apart? Maybe things will work out with Daniel, and maybe they won’t, but that’s not for you to say.” 
 “It always falls apart!” 
 “Ladies, please—” 
 “Rafe, go home.” Cecily didn’t need witnesses for the murder she was about to commit. Besides, the poor guy didn’t deserve the abuse being hurled in his direction. “I’ll call you later, okay? Or just come back tonight.” 
 “This is what I’m talking about.” Melissa waved an accusing finger in Cecily’s face. “How do you two know it’s going to work out? How do you know nothing bad will happen? Maybe you’ll break his heart.” She jerked her thumb over her shoulder and shrugged. “Maybe he’ll break yours. You won’t know unless you take a chance.” 
 “We’re not talking about me.” Though they’d spent almost every day together since meeting, she and Rafe had yet to share even a simple kiss. Yet, there Melissa stood, talking about broken hearts. “The problem is that you take too many chances.” 
 “At least I’m not going to end up alone and bitter.” 
 “Okay, okay.” Taking Melissa’s purse off the kitchen bar, Rafe stuffed it into her hands and steered her toward the door. “You were going out, right?” 
 “Yeah, I’m meeting Daniel at the park.” She slung the bag over her shoulder and huffed. “I’m probably going to be late now.” 
 “That’s good. You go meet Daniel.” Rafe opened the front door and practically shoved her through it. “Have fun. Take your time. Maybe have a nice dinner later.” 
 “We were just going to walk through the—” 
 Slamming the door in her face, Rafe hung his head and groaned. “Do you two ever not fight?” 
 “She just drives me so crazy. I mean, you see how she acts.” What the hell was she doing? She didn’t have to defend herself or justify her actions. “I think you should go, Rafe.” 
 “Oh, cut the bullshit, Cecily.” With a heavy sigh, Rafe turned toward her and rubbed both hands over his face. “Nobody’s buying what you’re trying to sell.” 
 “Excuse me?” She’d be damned if she’d let anyone talk to her like that, especially in her own home. “Get out.” 
 “No.” 
 “Get the hell out, Rafe.” 
 “No.” Holding his arms out, he took two steps toward her. “Not until you talk to me.” 
 “I don’t have to tell you anything.” She’d been waiting for the other shoe to drop from day one, but she hadn’t expected it to come quite so soon. “I don’t owe you anything, not even an explanation.” 
 “No, I guess you don’t, but lucky for you, I’m not asking for one.” He took another two steps, shuffling forward across the beige carpet. “If you’d been listening, you’d realize I didn’t ask you for anything. I just said I wanted to talk. I’ll even let you pick the topic.” 
 “I don’t want to talk. I just want to be—” 
 “Alone? Yeah, you’ve said that before, but is that really what you want?” 
 No one had ever asked her that, not in that context anyway. Oh, she’d been asked why she was alone. Friends had asked her if she was tired of being alone, but they made it sound like some kind of disease. No one had ever questioned if she wanted to be alone, though.  
 “I don’t mind being alone. Most of the time, I prefer it.” Maybe she had an absurdly low tolerance for drama. Some people called it antisocial. Other people just called her a bitch. Whatever way she looked at it, she definitely didn’t play well with others. “What do you want me to say? You expect me to tell you that my life isn’t complete because I don’t have a husband, two-point-five kids, and a white picket fence? I can’t tell you that.” 
 “When are you going to understand? I don’t expect anything. You don’t want a relationship? Fine. Kids aren’t your thing? Who cares? If you’re happy with your life, then I’m happy for you.” Three more steps closed the distance between them, bringing Rafe to stand directly in front of her. “Are you happy?” 
 She could barely hear him over the pounding of her heart, but she refused to retreat. Lifting her head, she set her jaw and fisted her hands on her hips. “I don’t need a man in my life to be happy if that’s what you’re getting at.” 
 “Why are you always trying to pick a fight?”  
 In a move too quick to counter, he grabbed her face in both hands, pulled her up on her toes, and slanted their mouths together. She hesitated at first, frozen with shock, but when his tongue caressed the seam of her lips, she couldn’t fight it.  
 Opening on a breathy sigh, she relaxed into him, pressing her hands to his chest when her head started to spin. He had the softest lips, and he didn’t eat at her mouth like some guys. He kissed her like it mattered, like she was the last woman he would ever kiss. When his hand slid down her arm and around her hips, pressing into the small of her back to hold her closer, she couldn’t stop that moan that rumbled in her throat. 
 What the hell was she doing? She shouldn’t be kissing him. They’d just been arguing—about what, she couldn’t remember—then he’d kissed her. The details on why were a little fuzzy, but she distinctly remembered being angry.  
 Fisting her hands in the front of his shirt, she meant to push him away, to tell him to get out and not come back. None of that happened. She just needed one more taste, wanted to feel the heat of his body for just a little while longer. So, instead of shoving him away, she pulled him closer and circled her arms around his neck.  
 It wasn’t until long moments later when breathing became necessary that she finally broke the kiss. She didn’t move away, though, and Rafe didn’t release her. If anything, he held her more tightly as he lowered his head to rest his forehead against hers. 
 “You continuously surprise me,” he whispered.  
 It was a strange compliment, but definitely flattering, so she didn’t question it. “You’re not so bad yourself. Maybe we should try it again. You know, just to make sure we’re compatible.” 
 With a breathless chuckle, he slid his fingers beneath her chin, tilting her head up for another kiss. Their lips met, slow and languid, gentler this time but no less consuming. Closing her eyes, she swayed against him, moaning as a hunger she’d forgotten existed burned through her. 
 When the kiss ended, Rafe stroked the side of her throat with his knuckles and smiled.  “I’ve wanted to do that since the night I met you.” 
 Cecily had wanted it as well, even if she hadn’t been able to admit it, not even to herself. “If you’re not careful, Mr. Sorento, I might start to think you like me.” 
 “Why, Miss Baker, I do believe you’re flirting with me.” He whispered his next words against the shell of her ear, sending a shiver down her spine. “If you aren’t careful, I might start to think you like me back.” 
 “I won’t tell if you won’t.” Normally, she didn’t have the patience for the do-si-do of flirting and courtship, but with Rafe, he made it easy. “What are your plans today?” 
 “Actually, I have to swing by the club for a bit. It’s delivery day,” he explained. “It shouldn’t take more than an hour. Maybe we can grab a late lunch when I’m finished?” 
 Cecily maintained a neutral expression to hide her disappointment. “Yeah, sure, that sounds good. Where do you want to meet?” 
 “What are you doing right now?” 
 “Um, nothing really.” She had a project to finish for a client, but it wasn’t due for another two weeks. “Why?” 
 “Come with me. You’ll get exclusive, backstage access to Electric Mist and all-you-can-eat cheese.” 
 Pressing her lips together in a thin line to keep herself from laughing, she thought it over for a full two seconds before nodding eagerly. “When you put it like that, how could I possibly refuse?” 
 “You can’t.” Shaking his head, Rafe adopted a somber expression and a robotic inflection to his voice. “Resistance is futile.”  
 That did it. Losing the battle, she threw her head back and laughed right from her belly. He could be such a goofball, and it was quickly becoming one of her favorite things about him. Honestly, she couldn’t remember the last time she had laughed so much or so often. Maybe Melissa was right. Perhaps she would keep him.  
 Composing herself, she plucked at her pink tank top and examined her black yoga pants. “Give me just a minute to change.” 
 “You look great.” Rafe took her black, sweater jacket off the hook by the door and tossed it to her. “Come on, sweetheart, let’s go.” 
 If Rafe didn’t care, neither did she. At least she’d put on a bra that morning.  
 “Fine,” she relented, pulling on the jacket and zipping it halfway, “but I still need shoes.” 
 “If you must.” He sighed dramatically. “Go ahead. I’ll wait.”  
 Cecily turned away to hide her smile. The man thought she looked beautiful in old, worn-out pajamas. He admired the work she did, and no matter how bad her day had been, he could always make her laugh. Even when she tried like hell to push him away, he didn’t bend or break. He pushed right back.  
 Rafe Sorento was different from anyone she’d ever met, and certainly unlike the men she’d dated in the past. If she wasn’t careful, she just might fall in love with him. 




CHAPTER SIX

 “That’s twelve even.” 
 Rafe passed a twenty between the front seats to the cab driver. “Keep the change.” Sliding out of the backseat, he waited on the curb for Cecily to join him. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” 
 “You make it sound like we’re going to battle.” She closed the cab door behind her and flipped up the collar of her burgundy peacoat. “It’s just dinner.” 
 “You obviously don’t know my nieces.” The second week of November had ushered in the coldest temperatures of the season, forcing Rafe to trade in his zippered hoodie for a Sherpa-lined leather jacket. “Trust me, dinner…battle…basically the same thing.” He tucked his hands into his pockets to warm them but stuck his elbow out to the side in offering. “Shall we?” 
  His sister’s place wasn’t much to look at from the outside. The duplex’s brown paint had faded and chipped over the years, giving the entire building a feeling of forlorn and neglect. A rickety swing hung from one side of the wooden porch, the chains rusted and the cushions sun-bleached to a dingy yellow. Plywood covered the door and windows on half the building, suggesting the other unit hadn’t been in use for some time.  
 Still, it was clean, safe, and most importantly, Annette and the girls didn’t have to share it with twenty other people. He’d had to sell his pickup to afford the deposit and the first month’s rent, but he didn’t regret it for a second. After setting up the utilities and buying a houseful of second-hand furniture, there had even been enough left over for school supplies for his nieces. 
 Of course, Annette had read him the riot act when she’d found out, but he couldn’t stomach the thought of her and the girls spending even one more night in that women’s shelter. Twice, he’d offered to move them in with him, and twice, Annette had declined.  
 Glancing at Cecily from the corner of his eye, he had to bite the inside of his cheek to hold back his smile. His sister was proud and stubborn, just like another beautiful woman he knew. Unlike Cecily, however, Annette was a single mom of three. So, every penny she earned went to food, clothing, and child care for her daughters. 
 The screen door squeaked when he pulled it open, and he made a mental note to bring a can of lubricant for the hinges on his next visit.  
 “Cooking spray,” Cecily said from his side. “Cheap and effective, and I bet your sister has some in the kitchen.” 
 Smiling, he leaned in for a chaste kiss. “Brilliant.” 
 Her cheeks stained visibly in the dim porch light. “Yeah, well—” 
 Whatever she might have said was interrupted when the main door opened to the screams of bouncing, giggling girls. 
 “Uncle Rafe! Uncle Rafe! Do you like my new dress?” Maria, the middle girl, had just turned six the previous week, and all things in her world revolved around frilly dresses and pretty hairbows.  
 “Uncle Rafe, I got a 100 on my spelling test today!” The oldest, Angie, brandished a sheet of paper at him with a clearly marked, red A at the top. She was undoubtedly the smartest kid in her fourth-grade class. 
 His youngest niece, Sophie, bypassed him completely and ran straight to Cecily. “Hi.” Her little smile lit up her entire face. “I’m this many,” she declared, holding up four fingers. “Do you want to play dolls? I’ll let you be the pretty one.”  
 Laughing, Rafe swept the brat into his arms and placed a smacking kiss on her cheek. “Okay, okay, back up so we can get in the door.” Once inside with the door closed and locked behind them, he scanned the living room for his sister. “Where’s your mom?” 
 “In the kitchen,” Maria answered as she twirled in circles that made her dress fan around her. Then, she stopped abruptly and stared up at Cecily. “I’m Maria. What’s your name?” 
 If Cecily was put off by the noise level in the room, she didn’t show it. Grinning, she crouched down on the floor and offered her hand. “I’m Cecily. It’s very nice to meet you, Maria. I like your dress.” 
 “It’s new.” Maria squeezed Cecily’s hand with a quiet giggle. “Are you Uncle Rafe’s girlfriend?” 
 Rafe could have intervened, but he said nothing. He really wanted to know the answer to that one himself. 
 “Yes.” Only the briefest hesitation. “I guess I am.” 
 “Are you going to get married?” Angie asked, and she sounded almost accusatory about it. 
 Cecily, however, didn’t even blink. “Not today.” Pushing to her feet, she offered her hand again. “You must be Angie. Your uncle has told me a lot about you.” 
 Angie stared at her hand for a few, uncomfortable seconds, then turned and walked away. “I’m going to tell Mom you’re here.” 
 “Angela Russo,” Rafe chastised. She’d been different in the year since her father had died, but he’d never seen her behave so rudely. “Get back here and apologize right now.” 
 A hand landed on his elbow, and when he looked down, Cecily shook her head. “Let her go.” 
 Oblivious to the sudden tension, Sophie squirmed in Rafe’s arms as she shoved her hand toward Cecily. “Hi. I’m Sophie.” 
 “Hello, Sophie.” Cecily took her tiny hand and shook it properly. “Did you say something about dolls? Do you have any Barbies?” 
 Sophie nodded enthusiastically, making her brown bob bounce around her face. “Uncle Rafe, put me down.” 
 “Yes, ma’am,” he answered with a chuckle as he placed her on her feet.  
 “Come on.” Grabbing Cecily’s hand, Sophie began pulling her deeper into the room. “I’ll show you.” 
 “Sophie, at least let the lady take off her coat.” Dressed in a loose-fitting, green dress that reached down to the tops of her bare feet, Annette swept into the living room with a gracious smile. “Hello, Cecily. I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 “Likewise,” Cecily answered, extending her hand yet again. “It’s nice to finally meet you.” 
 Annette glanced at the offered hand but ignored it to pull Cecily into a crushing hug. “Welcome.” She released her, only to look her up and down with an appraising eye. “Don’t let these heathens bully you. If it gets to be too much, just let me know.” 
 “Not a problem. I have a little experience with precocious little girls. I pretty much raised my baby sister.” 
 This was news to Rafe. “I didn’t know that.” 
 “Where on Earth were your parents?” Annette demanded, utterly appalled at the prospect. 
 “Nettie,” Rafe warned. 
 Cecily waved him away. “It’s okay. Our dad died when Melissa was two. I’d just turned sixteen. Our mom started drinking after that, and things got pretty bad. By the time I graduated, Mom was either drunk or passed out all the time.” 
 “No one called CPS?” 
 A sad smile curved Cecily’s lips as she nodded at Annette. “They did. I was already eighteen, but they wanted to take Melissa. By some miracle, they granted me custody instead.” 
 Rafe felt humbled, and he’d never admired her more. It also explained why her relationship with her sister was more like mother and daughter rather than siblings. “Is your mom sober now?” 
 Her smile brightened several degrees. “Yes. Seven years now.” 
 Annette wiped at her eyes, then pulled her shoulders back and mirrored Cecily’s grin. “Okay, well, let’s get you fed.” 
 “Come on!” Sophie insisted, pulling at Cecily’s wrist again. “You can sit by me.” 
 “And me!” Maria added, grabbing Cecily’s other hand. “Do you like spaghetti? It’s my favorite!” 
 Rafe stood rooted in place, his heart filled to bursting. 
 “I like her,” Annette whispered when Cecily disappeared into the kitchen with the girls. 
 “I like her, too.” He more than liked her. “I’m going to marry that girl, Nettie.”  
 “Oh?” Annette chuckled, leaning sideways to bump her shoulder against his arm. “Does she know that?” 
 “Not yet.”  
 He knew Cecily wasn’t ready to hear a declaration of love, let alone a marriage proposal, but it didn’t change how he felt. There was time, and he’d wait as long as it took.  
 ~ 
 Dinner had been an animated affair with lots of conversation and laughter. Cecily didn’t necessarily want kids of her own—in her mind, she’d already raised one, and that was more than enough—but spending time with Rafe’s nieces brought back a lot of memories of when Melissa had been that age. 
 She did miss it…just a little. 
 Maria and Sophie kept up a constant stream of chatter, but Angie barely spoke throughout the meal. She certainly went out of her way not to talk to Cecily. Twice, she’d been reprimanded for her behavior, but Cecily didn’t take it personally. 
 Angie was still grieving from the loss of her father, as well as the subsequent changes that had happened in her life after his death. Rafe couldn’t replace her dad, but he’d certainly stepped in to fill that void. Now, he was spending time with someone new, threatening that very fragile balance.  
 “Miss Cecily?” 
 “Hmm?” Coming out of her thoughts, she blinked several times at Maria. “What is it, sweetheart?” 
 “Your phone is ringing.” 
 “Oh.” Sure enough, she could feel the vibration of it inside the pocket of her jeans. “I guess it is. One second, kiddo.” Leaning back on the sofa, she dug her phone out and frowned at the screen before answering the call. “Melissa?” 
 “He broke up with me,” her sister sobbed over the line. “Daniel dumped me!” 
 Cecily couldn’t exactly be sorry that he was out of Melissa’s life, but she hated that the idiot had hurt her sister. “I’m so sorry, baby. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 
 “No, no.” There was a long pause, presumably while Melissa pulled herself together. “I shouldn’t have called. I’m sorry I interrupted your dinner.” 
 “Stop it. I’m glad you called me.” No matter her feelings on the situation, there wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do for her sister. “I’m always going to be here for you, Mel. You know that.” 
 “I know.” 
 “Now, do you want me to come home?” 
 “No.” She sniffled again. “I’m okay.” Her voice cracked. “I don’t know why I called.” 
 Cecily’s lips twitched at the corners. “Make some popcorn and pick a movie. I’ll be home soon.” 
 “Okay.” The relief in her voice was nearly palpable. “Thank you.” 
 “Anytime. I love you.” 
 “I love you, too, Cecily. You’re a good sister.” 
 She found two sets of big, brown eyes staring up at her when she disconnected the call. “I’m sorry. I have to go.” 
 “You can’t go,” Maria whined. 
 “I have to.” Gently, she tucked a dark curl behind the little girl’s ear. “My sister needs me. If your sister was sad, you’d want to help her, wouldn’t you?” 
 “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 “I’ll come back. I promise.” 
 “Cab’s on the way.” Strolling into the room, Rafe waved his phone at her. “Do you want me to come with you?” 
 Cecily pushed up from the sofa and shook her head. “Stay here. We’re just going to watch old movies and eat popcorn and ice cream until we explode. You really don’t want to witness that.” 
 Rafe curled his arm around her waist and pulled her in for a brief kiss. “Daniel?” 
 “Yeah, I guess they broke up.” 
 “I thought she was supposed to be moving in with him this weekend.” 
 Cecily shrugged. “I don’t know all the details, but honestly, I’m not sorry to see the last of him.” 
 “Why do you dislike him so much?” 
 “Long story.” Plus, there wasn’t much to tell. Nothing concrete anyway. He just gave her a bad vibe, and he had from the moment he’d sat down next to her at the club. “I’ll tell you another time.” 
 “Fair enough.” He kissed her again. “If you change your mind, just call.” 
 God, he was sweet, and it would be so easy to lean on him. She needed to be strong, though, and she doubted Melissa wanted an audience for her breakdown. 
 “Thank you, but we’ll be fine. I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?” 
 “Whatever you need.” 
 And she believed him. Whatever she needed. Whatever would make her happy. That was what he’d do. Standing in the living room, surrounded by Barbie dolls and stuffed animals, she realized that it wouldn’t just be easy to fall in love with him.  
 She already had. 
   
   
   




CHAPTER SEVEN

 “Mel, I really wish you’d reconsider.” Nearly a month had come and gone since her breakup, and while she seemed better, Cecily still worried about her. “Maybe you should take some more time to think about it.” 
 To her surprise, Melissa didn’t argue. She didn’t rant about being an adult. She didn’t go on about taking chances and living her life to the fullest. Instead, she hugged Cecily tight and kissed her cheek. 
 “I have thought about it, and I’ve decided you were right.” She sounded decisive and confident. “I do need to grow up. I need to learn to stand on my own.” 
 There was more to Melissa’s breakup with Daniel that she wasn’t saying, but no matter how much Cecily prodded, she wouldn’t talk about it. She’d been different since that night, though, more subdued.  
 If Cecily ever saw Daniel again, she was going to skin the little weasel.  
 “I’m proud of you,” she said instead of pushing for more details about the breakup like she wanted to. “But…Chicago? With mom? Are you ready for that?” 
 Melissa laughed, the sound carefree and musical. “She’s not that bad, and it’ll just be for a little while until I can find my own place.” Spine straight, shoulders back, she met Cecily’s gaze with determination. “This is a good thing.” 
 “That’s the last box.” Stopping outside Melissa’s bedroom door, Rafe cupped his hands and blew warm air into them. “Anything else?” 
 “No, that’s it.” She eased around Cecily to wrap her arms around Rafe. “Thank you.” She touched one side of his face and stretched up to place a kiss on the other cheek. “Take care of her, okay?” 
 “As much as she’ll let me.” He hugged her tight again and kissed the top of her head. “You take care of yourself. If you need anything, you have my number.” 
 “And you better call,” Cecily added. “I can’t believe you won’t be here for Christmas.” It was the first time since Melissa had been born that they hadn’t spent the holidays together, and she was already grieving the loss.  
 “You could always come visit. Mom would like that.” 
 “Yeah, maybe I will.” 
 Melissa gave her a tight-lipped grin. “Don’t cry.”  
 “I’m not.” Her eyes stung and watered, but the tears hadn’t spilled over, so it didn’t count. “Be careful.” She grabbed onto her sister and hugged her like she’d never see her again. “Call me as soon as you get there.” 
 Twenty minutes later, she finally managed to let her baby sister walk out the front door. It would be fine. Everything would work out for the best. Melissa was smart and capable, and their mother wasn’t the same drunk she’d been when they were little.  
 Strong arms encircled her waist, and a wall of solid muscle pressed against her back. “She’ll be okay,” Rafe whispered in her ear. “You did an amazing job with her, and she’s going to be just fine.” 
 “She’s so young.” 
 “She’s twenty-two, almost twenty-three. Older than you were when you decided to take her in and raise her.” 
 “I know. I just…” Sighing, she turned and reached up to wrap her arms around his neck. “Never mind. So, what do you have going on today?” 
 “Another delivery at the club. Want to come?” 
 “Will there be cheese?” 
 “Obviously.” Crowding closer, he dipped his head for a kiss, but paused when his cell phone rang from his pocket. “Hold that thought.” 
 “Is it work?” she asked when he frowned down at the screen. 
 He shook his head. “Hey, Nettie. Can I call you back in…Angie?” Turning, he fisted his free hand in his hair and began pacing the length of her living room. “Angie, Angie, slow down. What happened?” 
 “Is everything okay?” Cecily started toward him but stopped when he threw his hand up to keep her back.  
 “No, that’s okay. You did the right thing. I’m on my way.” He bobbed his head. “Good girl. Stay on the phone with me, okay?” 
 “Rafe?” Cecily asked, trying again to get close to him. “What’s going on?” 
 “It’s Nettie. I have to go.” His entire demeanor had changed from only seconds before, and a completely different person stared back at her from the front door. 
 “I’ll come with you.” 
 “No.” 
 His harsh tone gave her pause, but she recovered quickly, pulled her jacket on, and zipped it halfway. “I’m coming with you.” There was nothing more she could do for Melissa just then, but she could be there for Rafe. “Let’s go.”  
 By the time she had slipped on her tennis shoes, grabbed some money from her emergency stash, and hurried down the stairs, Rafe had already hailed a cab. He looked up when she jogged toward him, but he didn’t say anything until they were both in the backseat. Then, it was only to rattle off his sister’s address to the driver and tell him to hurry. 
 Sitting rigidly, he stared straight ahead, unmoving, barely blinking, as the driver wove in and out of traffic at speeds far exceeding the limit. By the time they’d cleared downtown, Cecily couldn’t stand the silence any longer. 
 “Rafe, what’s going on?” 
 He held his hand up, index finger extended. “Angie, are you still there? Good, okay, where are your sisters?” He nodded slowly. “That’s good. You’re doing great. Just a few more minutes, okay?” 
 “Rafe, you’re really starting to freak me out.” Her heart raced, and she had to ball her hands on her thighs to stop them from shaking. “What happened to Nettie?” 
 He kept the phone to his ear but lifted his other hand to cover the mouthpiece. “She passed out, and the girls can’t wake her up.”  
 “Oh, my god. Did someone call the paramedics?” She instinctively reached into her coat pocket for her phone. 
 “Angie called 9-1-1.” He grinned a little. “The operator told her to stay on the line, but she hung up to call me. She’s afraid she’ll be in trouble.” 
 “She did the right thing.” 
 Rafe nodded. “That’s what I told her.” His eyes darted to the front of the cab and the road beyond the windshield. “Okay, let the paramedics in, but stay on the phone with me. I’m almost there. Are you going? Good girl.”  
 Not two minutes later, the cab rolled to a stop in front of the duplex. “Go,” Cecily urged as she tilted her head toward the driver. “I’ve got this.” 
 “Everything okay, ma’am?” 
 Cecily passed the driver a couple of crumpled twenties, then threw open the back door. “I hope so.” 
 An ambulance idled next to the curb, its lights flashing red and blue. A few neighbors stood on their porches, pointing and shaking their heads as they spoke in hushed voices. No one seemed inclined to come closer or offer to help, though.  
 Running up the walkway, she paused on the porch, unsure if she should just walk in or not. The decision was taken out of her hands when the screen door swung open, and Angie came rushing out of the house. She didn’t pause as she ran right into Cecily, throwing her arms around her and squeezing her hard. Her little shoulders shook, and when she spoke, the words were barely intelligible through her sobs.  
 “Is my mom going to die like my dad did?” 
 “Oh, honey.” Cecily didn’t even know what had caused Annette to collapse, and she wouldn’t make a promise she couldn’t keep. “The EMTs are going to do everything they can.” She held the girl to her and kissed the top of her head. “You were so brave, Angie, and so smart. I know your Uncle Rafe is very proud of you.” 
 “The lady told me I had to stay on the phone with her.” After a long while, she released Cecily and took a step back, wiping roughly at her eyes. “But Mom said that I’m supposed to call Uncle Rafe if anything happens to her.” 
 Cecily understood why the dispatcher would want the child to stay on the line, but Angie didn’t need to feel guilty about it. “Don’t worry about that lady. You absolutely did the right thing.” She wiped away a stray tear on Angie’s cheek with the pad of her thumb. “If that lady has a problem with it, she can come talk to me, and I’m really scary. Just ask Rafe.” 
 Angie didn’t laugh, but the tears stopped, and she gave Cecily a tiny smile. “Can I see my mom?” 
 “We don’t want to get in the way while they’re helping her, but we can go in and check.” Schooling her features to hide her shock, she kept a perfectly neutral expression when Angie took her hand. “Where are your sisters?” 
 “In our room. I gave them some snacks and told them to go color.” 
 “That was smart.” The kid reminded her a lot of herself when she’d been that age. “You’re a good big sister.”  
 Entering the living room, Cecily was so relieved to see Annette awake and talking to one of the paramedics, she actually sighed out loud. 
 “Mom!” Angie released Cecily’s hand and sprinted over to the sofa. “Are you okay? I called the 9-1-1 lady, just like you said.” 
 Cecily stood off to the side, taking slow, deep breaths as she battled back tears. Oh, it had been a hell of a day. 
 Rafe caught her eye from across the room, his expression filled with the same relief she felt. He pressed a kiss to his sister’s temple, said a few words to the EMT, then crossed the room to stand beside her. 
 “I see Angie has come around.” 
 “She was upset and scared.” In the moment, Cecily—as an adult—had represented safety and comfort. She had no delusions that she and Angie would suddenly become best friends, but she felt like they were a step closer to finding a middle ground. “We’re getting there.” Leaning against Rafe, she rested her head on his shoulder. “How’s Annette?” 
 “Okay, I think.” He blew out a breath that puffed his cheeks as he gathered her into his arms. “She’s a diabetic. I guess she’s been skipping insulin injections…and meals.” 
 “Let me guess. She took an injection today but didn’t eat enough.” Cecily wasn’t an expert on the condition, but she’d once had a client who was diabetic, so she knew how quickly things could turn dangerous. 
 “That’s what she told the EMT.” 
 “She can’t afford it, can she?”  
 Since meeting Annette and the girls, Cecily had slowly been putting the pieces together. They’d moved into the unit right around the same time Rafe had sold his pickup and started working extra shifts at the club. The fact that he’d sold his old Chevy had sort of slipped out one night over dinner, and he’d tried to cover by saying he’d sold the vehicle because he hardly ever drove it.  
 Cecily had just smiled politely and changed the subject, but even then, she’d seen it for the lie it was. Only now did she understand that he had sold the pickup because he’d needed the money to help his sister. 
 His arms tightened around her. “I didn’t know. Why didn’t she say anything?” 
 “Hey.” Leaning back, she reached up to caress the side of his face. “This isn’t your fault. She probably didn’t tell you because she was embarrassed.” 
 “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about.” 
 Cecily knew that, but she also knew how hard it could be to reach out and ask for help when she needed it. She’d only known Annette for a short time, but she recognized the drive to be independent and self-reliant.  
 “Look, you know now, and you’ll take care of it.” She would offer him the money in a heartbeat, but he’d never take it. Instead, she made a mental note to plan more nights in and insist on picking up the tab when they did go out together. “The important thing is that she’s going to be okay.” 
 “Yeah, you’re right.” He didn’t sound mollified, but at least some of the tension in his shoulders eased. 
 “Are they taking her to the hospital?” 
 “They want to, but she’s refusing.” 
 If she couldn’t afford the insulin she needed, she definitely couldn’t afford an ambulance ride or a hospital stay. “Okay, then, we’ll hang out for a little while to keep an eye on her.” 
 “Thank you for being here, but you don’t have to stay. You should get home before it gets dark.” 
 She snuggled against his chest and sighed. It wasn’t the time to start an argument, but she had no intentions of going anywhere. 
 ~ 
 “We gave her glucose tablets, and her levels are stable now, but she really should be seen by a doctor.” 
 Rafe bobbed his head as he shook the paramedic’s hand. “I can’t force her to go to the hospital any more than you can, but I’ll make sure she’s seen at the clinic tomorrow.” 
 They exchanged a few more words, and Rafe promised once again to have Annette seen by a doctor the next day. Eventually, the ambulance drove away, the neighbors retreated back into their own homes, and even Cecily had disappeared. He’d told her to leave, of course, but there was still a slight twinge of disappointment that she’d actually listened for once. 
 “How are you feeling?” Moving behind the couch, he fluffed Annette’s pillow, then tucked her favorite fleece blanket with little snowflakes up around her shoulders. “Do you need anything? I can make some tea.” 
 “Rafe, stop.” She placed one hand over his where it rested on her shoulder and patted the cushion beside her with the other. “Come sit down.” 
 He did as he was told, but he couldn’t stop fussing over her. “Are you sure you don’t need anything? Are you hungry?” 
 Threading her fingers through her hair, she pushed the dark locks back from her face and sighed. “This isn’t your fault.” 
 “That’s what Cecily said.” Too bad he didn’t believe either of them. He should have checked on his sister more often. He should have made sure she was taking care of herself. 
 “She’s a smart girl.” 
 Sighing, he pulled his sister to him and settled her against his side. “I’d do anything for you and the girls. Why didn’t you tell me how bad it was?” 
 It wasn’t always easy. He made decent money bartending, but it didn’t leave much left over after he’d covered his own bills. Still, he’d find a way to make it work, even if he had to pick up a second job. 
 “I didn’t tell you because it’s not your responsibility.” Pulling away, Annette narrowed her eyes at him, the same way he’d seen her do with the girls when they’d pushed her too far. “I love you, Rafe, but it doesn’t fall to you to take care of us.” 
 “You’re my family. Of course, I’m going to take care of you.” 
 “And I can’t tell you how much I appreciate everything you’ve done for us since Brian died.” She patted his cheek a little too hard to be truly considered affectionate. “You need to live your own life, though.” 
 “Nettie, I can live my life and still be here when you need me. I don’t have to choose.” 
 “You don’t have to save the world, either.” She scooted away from him and settled back into the corner of the sofa. “I talked to Mom and Dad last night.” Chewing the corner of her lip, she looked up at him and sighed. “We’re going to go stay with them for a little while, just until I can save some money to get us back on our feet.” 
 “Florida?” He’d teased Cecily when she’d been upset about her sister moving away. This was obviously karma coming around to bite him in the ass. “That’s ridiculous. Look, I know my apartment is small, and it’s not in the best neighborhood. Maybe I could move in here, though, split the bills with you.” 
 “You’ll do no such thing.” 
 It stung his pride that she’d rather move across the country than accept his help, but he didn’t say that. “Nettie—” 
 “No,” she interrupted. “Mom and Dad are excited. The girls are excited. Mom even thinks she might be able to help me find a job right away.”  
 Rafe didn’t argue. Not because he didn’t have anything further to say on the matter, but because Cecily chose that moment to stroll through the front door. “Hey, guys, who’s hungry?” She held up multiple plastic bags overflowing with cardboard containers. “Where are the girls?” 
 “In their room.” Annette tossed back her blanket and stood. “I’ll go get them cleaned up for dinner. Thank you, Cecily.” 
 “No problem. How are you feeling?” 
 “Tired, but better.” Even her smile looked like it took more energy than she really had. “I’ll get the girls.” 
 Rafe watched his sister until she’d cleared the room, then followed Cecily into the kitchen. “What’s all this?” His mouth hung open as he watched her pull container after container out of the bags and place them on the kitchen counter. “Cecily?” 
 “Well, I was hungry, and I think I read somewhere you’re supposed to feed kids at least three times a day.” She plucked a fry from one of the boxes and held it up to his mouth. “See?” She wiggled her eyebrows when he bit into the potato. “It’s good.” 
 “Yes, it’s great, but you didn’t need to do this.” 
 “It was only a couple of blocks away.” One shoulder lifted in a sort of half shrug. “Not a bad walk.” 
 He recognized the logo on the bags, and he also knew that the restaurant wasn’t exactly as close as she suggested. “You walked six blocks in the cold to pick up dinner?” 
 “Uh, yes?” Pulling her bottom lip between her teeth, she worried the flesh while she surveyed the food. “I didn’t know what the girls liked, so I just kind of got a bit of everything. Kids like fries, right? I got a side of macaroni and cheese, too.” When Rafe said nothing, she began shifting from foot to foot while she wrung her hands together. “Did I do something wrong?” 
 Pushing the food to the side, he lifted her onto the counter, tangled his fingers in her hair, and kissed her until he couldn’t breathe. “Thank you.” 
 A pink flush tinted her cheeks, and she looked a little dazed, but the tightness hadn’t eased from her shoulders. “It’s just some fish.” 
 It was about so much more than the food, though. 
 She’d said goodbye to her sister only minutes before crisis had struck. Despite having her own issues to deal with, she hadn’t hesitated when Rafe had needed her. For someone who claimed to not be a people person, she was pretty damn good at taking care of everyone around her.  
 “You amaze me, woman.” 
 “Well, yes, I am fairly amazing.” Sitting up straighter, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer until their lips met in a sweet, lazy kiss. “We should get this on the table so everyone can eat.”  
 She was also an expert at deflection, but he wasn’t going to let her hide behind sarcasm this time. Unwinding her arms, he brought her hands to his lips and kissed each palm in turn. Then, he reached behind her, sliding her cell phone out of her back pocket. 
 “I’ve got dinner.” He pressed the phone into her hand, making a point to close her fingers around it. “Call Melissa. It’ll make you feel better.” 
 She stared at the blank screen for a long time before shaking her head and jumping down from the counter. “I don’t want to distract her while she’s driving. I’ll call her later.” 
 “Cecily.” 
 “I’ll call her.” Placing her phone on the counter, she opened the nearest cabinet and began pulling plates down. “Just not right now, okay?”  
 “What aren’t you telling me?” He held his hands up when she glared over her shoulder at him. “I’m not trying to fight with you. I just want you to talk to me.”  
 “I’m fine.” A tired sigh rolled off her lips. “I just want to get this food on the table before it gets cold.” She wouldn’t look at him, but when she passed by the window, the waning rays of sun glistened off a single tear as it trekked down her cheek. “Maybe I should toss everything in the oven for a few minutes. Do you know where a cookie sheet is?” 
 “Hey.” Removing the plates from her hands, he set them to the side and cupped her cheeks, forcing her to meet his gaze. “Forget the food for a minute. Talk to me.” 
 “It’s nothing.” She sniffed a few times and wiped roughly at her face. “I guess the day is just catching up with me.” 
 Rafe locked his arm around her and held tight when she tried to pull away. “Cecily, talk to me. What’s really going on?” 
 “I was really scared for your sister, and I hate what she’s going through, but all I can think about…” Trailing off, she closed her eyes and shook her head. “Never mind.” 
 “You’re worried about Melissa.” 
 “Yes,” she breathed without opening her eyes. “I know you think I’m crazy, but there it is.” 
 He didn’t expect her to abandon her sister or never worry about her. He just wanted her to see that she didn’t have to sacrifice her own happiness in order to be her sister’s protector.  
 Basically, the same thing Annette had been trying to tell him.  
 Damn karma. 
 “I don’t think you’re crazy.” He brushed the tears from her cheeks, then followed with a kiss. “I think you’re beautiful and smart. I think you have a big heart, but you’re afraid to let people see it. I think you love your sister and would do anything for her.” 
 “I do. I would.”  
 He leaned in until his lips brushed the curve of her jaw. “I think you’ve had to be strong for so long that you’ve forgotten how to lean on someone else.” Lowering his voice, he whispered the next words. “I think you’re afraid to let yourself be happy.” 
 “I’m happy,” she answered, her tone defensive. A heartbeat later, she sagged back against the counter and shook her head. “Can I tell you a secret?” 
 He nodded. 
 “I have no idea what I’m doing.” 
 A secret indeed. He had the feeling it was the first time in her life she’d ever admitted that to another living person. Luckily, he had broad shoulders. 
 “Then, lean on me. You don’t always have to be strong, Cecily.” Framing her heart-shaped face in both hands, he kissed both eyes, the tip of her nose, her lips. “Lean on me, and I promise I’ll never let you fall.” 




CHAPTER EIGHT

 The cab driver pulled into the crater-filled parking lot of the small apartment complex and stopped behind a row of dusty and dented cars. Really, Cecily couldn’t call it a “complex.” The lot consisted of a single, two-story building divided into fourteen units. 
 “Wait here.” Rafe paid the driver, exited the vehicle, then hurried around to open her door. “Stay close to me.” 
 He kept his arm around her and continuously scanned their surroundings as he hurried her across the parking lot to a rickety staircase. Even at nearly one o’clock in the morning, lights still burned in several of the other apartments, and loud shouting could be heard from one of the ground-floor units.  
 Upstairs, he led her to the last unit, looked around once more, then pulled her to the side, placing her between himself and the rusted railing.  
 “I’ve complained twice now.” Jiggling the key in the lock, he threw his shoulder against the door as he grumbled and cursed under his breath. “They still refuse to fix this damn thing.” 
 “Here, let me try.” Sliding in front of him, she leaned her shoulder against the door, pulled up on the knob, and twisted the key. “Ah, there we go.” She pushed the door open and swept her arm out to the side. “After you.” 
 “How did you do that?” He put a hand on her shoulder and ushered her through the door ahead of him. 
 Depressing gray paint, threadbare, burgundy carpet, and the cabinet doors that didn’t quite fit on their hinges—walking into Rafe’s apartment was like stepping into the past. It wasn’t what she would call inviting or welcoming. Hell, she wouldn’t even consider it cozy, but it was warm and impeccably clean.  
 “Push and lift,” she answered distractedly as she dangled his keys from her index finger. “How long have you lived here?” 
 The sad drone of the refrigerator competed with the rhythmic drip of the faucet, and right on cue, the vents rattled as the heater clanked to life. 
  “Few months.” Rafe ran his fingers through his hair, something she noticed he did when he was nervous or uncomfortable. “It’s not much, but it’s more than I need.” 
 “You said you lived a few blocks from me.” Her chest tightened, and her heart beat a little too hard. “Rafe, we’re almost two miles from the club.” 
 “Technically, it is a few blocks.” Shoving his hands into the pockets of his jeans, he pulled his shoulders up around his ears as he ducked his head. “Besides, walking is cheaper than a gym membership.” 
 God, he was adorable. 
 The upholstered sofa was worn in a few different places, and the cushions had fallen flat a long time ago. The armchair didn’t match anything else in the room, and the coffee table looked like it had been to battle and back. 
 “It’s perfect.” 
 “I don’t know about all that.” 
 “No, it is. It has character.” She wasn’t just humoring him, either. She could really feel him in the space. “I love it.” Wandering over to the shelf beside the television, she had to laugh at the number of DVDs featuring Disney princesses. “Getting in touch with your feminine side?” 
 “I have those for the girls, smartass.” He flopped down on the middle cushion of the sofa and propped his booted feet up on the coffee table. “I keep them when I can to give Nettie a break.” His head fell back, and he rubbed both hands over his face. “I’m going to miss them.” 
 “Wait? What?” Clearly, she’d missed something. Abandoning her exploration, she walked around the table, stepped over Rafe’s legs, and fell down beside him on the couch. “Are you going somewhere?” 
 “No, no, nothing like that.” He draped an arm over the back of the sofa so that he could toy with her hair. “Annette is talking about moving in with our parents.” 
 “I take it they don’t live close.” 
 “They’re your typical retirees. Moved to Florida a couple of years ago. Have lunch at beachside cafes. Go boating on the weekends.” He laughed, though it lacked much in the way of humor. “They visit a couple of times a year.” 
 “Well, I’m sure they’ll be happy to have the grandkids close.” She bit down on the side of her tongue to hold back any uncharitable thoughts floating through her head. “Why haven’t they offered to help before now?” So much for keeping her opinions to herself. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.” 
 “I love that you speak your mind.” His lips curved as he pressed them against her temple. “It’s not like that, though. They’ve actually been trying to convince her to move in with them since her husband died.” 
 “Oh.” Great, now she felt like a complete ass. 
 “Annette doesn’t want them to know how much she’s struggling. I mean, you’ve met her. You know how she is.” 
 “I know things aren’t ideal, but I really admire her. She’s doing the best with what life has given her.” 
 “I guess you’d know a little about that.” 
 Thus far in their relationship, she hadn’t shared much about her past, but after the day they’d experienced, it seemed only fair. “When the courts granted me custody of Melissa, I wanted to get as far away from our mom and Chicago as I could.” She sucked in a whistling breath between her teeth. “Sadly, Indianapolis was as far away as I could afford.” 
 He sat up a little straighter and shifted on the cushion to face her. “That couldn’t have been easy, but I have to admit I’m glad you landed here.” Taking her hand, he held it on top of his thigh and began playing with her fingers. “You said Melissa was four?” 
 Cecily still remembered her in a ponytail and her new pink tennis shoes with sparkly laces on the first day of preschool. “Yeah, she was four, and no, it wasn’t easy. It didn’t get easier for a long time, either. I worked three jobs, and most months, we still ended up at the food bank.” Leaning her head back, she stared up at the water stain on the ceiling and chuckled. “We used to live here, you know? Downstairs. Apartment 5A.” 
 The silence stretched on for so long, she lifted her head to look at him. “Did I overshare?” 
 “What? No, no, no.” Lifting her hand, he whispered a kiss over her knuckles. “I guess I was just stunned for a minute. You tend to do that to me.” He lifted her other hand to kiss it as well. “You are truly remarkable, Miss Baker.” 
 Drawn into the moment, into the feel of her hands in his, she nearly leapt out of her skin when he bounded up from the sofa with a loud curse. “What?” 
 “I forgot all about the delivery at the club.” 
 Pressing her fingers to her chest, she swallowed a few times, trying to force her heart out of her throat so she could speak again. “Hey, it’s okay. Just call and explain. I’m sure your boss will understand it was an emergency.”  
 “Yeah, maybe.” He didn’t sound convinced. 
 “No one has called to fire you, so I think you’re okay.” 
 “True.” This time, he sounded a little more confident and a lot less stressed. “Jared is a good guy, and he owes me. He probably covered for me.” 
 Cecily didn’t know who Jared was, but going by context clues, she guessed him to be a coworker. “Well, there you are.” 
 “Yeah. Yeah. Okay.” He shimmied a little as if shaking off the tension of the day. “I’m going to jump in the shower.” Reaching over his head, he fisted the back of his collar in one hand and pulled his shirt off with a quiet grunt. “So, uh, just make yourself at home. Grab whatever you want from the kitchen, and the remote is there on the table.”  
 Cecily bobbed her head a few times and hummed something that might have been an agreement.  
 Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, she’d never seen so many muscles outside of professional sports. His flawless bronzed skin stretched tight over the most perfect set of cobblestone abs she’d ever seen. The back view was damn nice as well, and she actually bit her bottom lip when he rolled his shoulders, making the muscles ripple from neck to hips.  
 Once he disappeared down the hallway, she dropped her face into her hands and groaned. What the hell was wrong with her? It wasn’t as if she’d never seen a half-naked man before. This wasn’t just any half-naked man, though. It was a gorgeous, selfless, kind, amazing half-naked man she was pretty sure she’d fallen in love with.  
 When the shower in the bathroom turned on, she practically flung herself off the couch. Fisting her hands at her sides to stop their trembling, she paced the narrow strip of carpet between the television and the coffee table. 
 “What am I doing?” she grumbled out loud to the empty room. “I should go.” She nodded firmly. “Yeah, I should just leave.” 
 “Cecily?” 
 A sound she’d never made before escaped her as she whirled around to find Rafe watching her from the mouth of the hallway with nothing on except a towel slung low on his hips. She had no idea how long he’d been standing there, but judging by the look on his face, it had been long enough.  
 “You scared the hell out of me,” she accused. “What are you doing?”  
 “Well, I was going to say you’re welcome to join me, but I can see this is a bad time.” Strutting out of the room, he laughed all the way back to the bathroom. 
 Whether or not that was what he’d really meant to say, her entire body responded to the offer. Surely, he hadn’t been serious. He’d only said that to get a reaction from her. It didn’t mean anything. She should just call a cab and go home. Better yet, she could walk. It would give her time to clear her head. 
 Or, she could stop letting her fears rule her. She could stop inventing reasons to run. Rafe had promised she could lean on him, that he’d never let her fall, and she believed him.  
 Now, the only question that remained was what did she plan to do about it? 
 Breathing in deeply to steady her nerves, she straightened her spine and squared her shoulders. Then, she stripped out of her clothes, right there in the living room, leaving them wherever they fell. Before she could lose her courage, she marched down the hallway and stopped right outside of the bathroom. 
 The door stood slightly ajar, and tendrils of steam curled through the crack, bringing with them the clean scent of soap and toothpaste. Oh, it had been a long time since she’d done this particular dance, and even longer since she’d been the one to lead. Never had it meant this much, though. Not once before had she been afraid that sex might ruin everything. 
 After another mental pep talk, she slipped into the bathroom, leaving the door cracked just as she’d found it. It surprised her that the scene wasn’t anything like in the movies. Yes, she could hear the spray of water from the shower as it drummed against the bottom of the tub, but that was about it. She even tilted her head to the side and squinted, but she still couldn’t make out a silhouette behind the frosted, blue curtain.  
 Anxiety returned full force when she thought about what came next. Should she pull back the curtain and just step into the shower with him? That would probably scare the hell out of him. Not exactly the mood she was going for. Did she clear her throat? Say his name?  
 Unfortunately, she hadn’t taken into consideration how quickly men showered. So, while she stood there, rooted to the floor with indecision, Rafe turned off the shower and slid back the curtain.  
 This part was exactly like a scene from a romantic comedy, or maybe, one of those teen movies that had been popular in the nineties. Someone gets caught naked where they shouldn’t be, and the audience laughs.  
 Only, Rafe wasn’t laughing.  
 He didn’t blink, either. Hell, he didn’t even seem to be breathing. Water droplets dripped from the ends of his hair and clung to his skin, but he didn’t reach for a towel. He just stood there in the tub, his hand still clenched around the shower curtain, and stared. 
 “I…uh…damn.” Spinning around to give him some privacy, she grabbed a towel from the hook on the wall and tossed it to him. “I’m sorry. I’m…I…I’ll go.” 
 “Cecily, wait.” He leapt out of the tub, catching her just as she cleared the bathroom’s threshold. “Talk to me.”  
 “Can I at least put some clothes on for this conversation?” 
 “If that’s what you want.” 
 He sounded sincere, if maybe a little disappointed. If she really wanted to walk away, though, she had no doubt he’d let her. Therein lay the problem. Not for the first time since she’d met him, she didn’t know what she wanted. 
 “Will you please look at me?” 
 “I’m a little clothing-optional here if you haven’t noticed.” Christ, this was humiliating. 
 “Believe me, I’ve noticed.” His feet swished against the carpet as he shuffled close enough for her to feel his body heat. Skimming his fingertips over the tops of her shoulders, he followed the curve down her arms to grip her biceps. “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?”   
 Flexing his arms, he pulled her flush against his chest, grinding the proof of his desire against her lower back. Her traitorous body responded instantly, and she had to bite down on her lip to hold back a moan as a rush of heat welled between her legs. 
 “Your skin is so soft.” He ghosted his fingers down her arm to the wrist, then pressed his palm flat against her belly. “I could touch you forever.”   
 He dipped his head, whispering his lips across her nape, and she trembled. He kissed up the side of her neck to nip at her earlobe, and she gasped. His tongue darted out, swirled over the bite to soothe the sting, and she moaned. 
 When his hand tracked lower on her stomach, caressing her skin in slow, hesitant brushes, she couldn’t fight it any longer. 
 Spinning toward him, she framed his face between her hands and attacked his mouth with a passion she’d kept bottled up for too long. With a masculine groan, Rafe kissed her back just as feverishly and lifted her into his arms before stumbling backward toward his bedroom.  
 Fire burned through Cecily’s veins, and moisture slicked her skin. A familiar but forgotten ache started in her lower belly and moved southward, intensifying into a deep throb with each stroke of Rafe’s tongue against her own. Tangling her legs around his waist, she arched against him, silently begging for one more taste, one more touch.  
 Nudging the door open with his foot, he carried her into the bedroom. His arms locked around her like steel bands, holding her tightly as he fell onto the mattress and rolled her beneath him. Forearms braced on the bed, he loomed above her, silent and unmoving, just watching her.  
 “Rafe?” 
 In answer, he dropped his head and captured her mouth again, thrusting his tongue between her lips. It was a kiss of need and promise, of an unspoken desire finally realized, and it consumed her.  
 Accepting him into the cradle of her hips with a contented sigh, she wound her arms around his neck and slid her fingers through the curls at his nape. Her breasts tingled where her skin met with Rafe’s, and the brush of his chest hair against her nipples caused them to harden to tight peaks. 
 The stubble on his jaw both tickled and aroused as he kissed down her neck and over her collarbone, ending in the shallow valley just below her sternum. Then, he reversed his trek, tracing his tongue along the swell of her right breast before capturing her sensitive nipple between his lips. 
 Bowing up from the bed, she arched into his mouth with a heady moan and held him close as her pulse throbbed between her legs, but he wouldn’t be hurried. He took his time, caressing and kissing every inch of her in leisurely exploration. Every stroke of his fingers fanned the flames of desire, and every touch of his lips made her ache. 
 When one of those talented hands brushed against her core, she nearly came undone. Desperate with need and wound tight with anticipation, she didn’t know how much more of his seduction she could withstand.  
 “Please.” She’d never begged for anything in her life, but she was too far gone to be embarrassed by it now. “Rafe, please.” 
 Parting her folds, he dipped inside her entrance with one finger to test her readiness. He thrust slowly, his eyes falling closed as a deep, satisfied groan rumbled through his chest, but he didn’t linger. 
 “Don’t move,” he ordered before rolling away from her. 
 She wasn’t going anywhere. Even if she could move—which she highly doubted right then—she was exactly where she wanted to be. 
 Tracking his movements as he stomped across the room to his dresser, she couldn’t stop the sigh that bubbled up through her lips. Long and thick, with the perfect plumb-shaped crown, his erection jutted proudly from a nest of coarse curls, bouncing with every step he took. Damn, he was gorgeous, and she could hardly believe he was hers. 
 Removing a single, foil envelope from the top drawer of his dresser, he ripped the packet open with his teeth. Then, he tossed the packaging to the floor, letting it fall where it may, and rolled the latex down his cock as he made his way back to the bed.  
 With deliberate slowness, he licked his way up her body, lavishing her with attention before taking her mouth in another possessive kiss that stole her breath and curled her toes. He braced one hand on the mattress beside her head and dipped the other between them, finding her entrance unerringly and sliding inside once again. 
 Cecily moaned into his mouth and arched up from the bed, feeling his hard length sliding along the crease of her thigh. Despite his obvious excitement, he still touched her gently, unhurriedly, and she trembled from his languid kisses and teasing strokes.  
 She was done with slow and gentle. 
 Biting down on his bottom lip, she tugged at it as she dropped her head back to the pillow. “Now, Rafe. I don’t want to wait any longer.” 
 Moonlight spilled into the room from a part in the curtains, bathing his face in its silvery glow and reflecting in his dark eyes. His nostrils flared, his brow furrowed, and his expression turned feral as he positioned himself at her opening.  
 “Be sure. This isn’t something you can take back.” 
 “I’m sure.” She’d never been surer of anything in her life. 
 Hooking his free arm behind her knee, he sank into her with a low groan, burying himself to the hilt in one forceful plunge. 
 Fisting her hands in the soft comforter, Cecily tensed, crying out at the invasion. Jesus, he was big, and she swore she could feel his heartbeat throbbing inside her.  
 Rafe stilled, his face a mask of worry as he waited for her to adjust to his size. “Are you okay?” 
 But he hadn’t hurt her. Quite the opposite. “More,” she insisted, her voice harsh and throaty. “Move.” 
 Mercifully, he needed no further invitation. “Damn, you’re tight,” he mumbled against her ear as he plunged into her with a steady—but building—rhythm. “I’m not going to last.” 
 Cecily couldn’t think. She couldn’t breathe. All she could do was feel, and damn, she felt everything. Fire licked at her skin, her pussy throbbed, and a low buzz started in her ears, signaling her impending release. 
 “Yes,” she panted, rocking her hips to meet his thrusts. “Yes.” 
 The time for words passed as their coupling turned hard and frenzied, rough and demanding. Every hard thrust pushed her closer to the edge. Every whispered word made her tremble. If she’d known how explosive they’d be together, she never would have made him wait for so long.  
 Rafe lifted her leg higher, changing the angle, and on the next hard plunge, she shattered. Every muscle in her body locked down, her pussy clamped around his thick length, and she yelled his name loud enough to wake the neighbors.  
 With a strangled curse, Rafe thrust twice more, then stilled, shuddering through his own climax as he followed her into oblivion. 
 Once the franticness passed, he lowered her leg back to the mattress and bent to kiss her lips as he eased from her gently. “I’ll be right back.” 
 He disappeared down the hallway, and she heard the sound of running water in the bathroom. She should probably get up as well, but she didn’t want to move. Not yet.  
 When he returned, he fell onto the bed beside her, gathering her into his arms and pulling a blanket over them. More relaxed than she’d felt in ages, Cecily curled into his side and kissed his chest, right over his heart. It would be so easy to close her eyes and drift into a comfortable sleep, but they needed to talk about what had just happened. 
 “This changes things,” she whispered. 
 “Not unless you want it to,” Rafe answered, his voice just as quiet. 
 He always knew just what to say to calm her anxiety, but she didn’t need him to make things okay for her this time. “What do you want?” 
 His arms tightened around her. “I already have everything I want.” Lowering his head, he took her lips in a tender kiss filled with promise. “I love you, Cecily, and it’s okay if you don’t feel the same way, because I’m not going anywhere. Not until you tell me to go.” 
 Her heart beat too fast, and her throat felt tight, but she was done being afraid. “You lied, you know.” 
 He pulled away far enough to look her in the eye. “Oh, yeah? How’s that?” 
 “You said you’d never let me fall.” 
 His smile lit up the entire room. “When exactly did you fall, Miss Baker?” 
 She smiled back at him through trembling lips. “The moment I met you.” 




EPILOGUE


Christmas Eve, One Year Later…

   
 “He’s here.” Slipping into Cecily’s bedroom, Melissa closed the door behind her with a quiet snick. “Oh.” One hand went to her mouth, and she pressed the other to her chest. “Oh, wow.” 
 Tugging at the sleeve of her dress, Cecily glanced up at her sister with a pinched expression. “It’s not too much?” 
 The crimson dress hugged every curve and swell of her body, and the hem barely reached to mid-thigh. The single sleeve wrapped around her arm from shoulder to wrist, and the neckline plunged diagonally across her chest, leaving the other arm and shoulder bare. She’d fallen in love with it the minute she’d seen herself in the mirror of the store’s dressing room, but now, she didn’t know. 
 “It’s too much,” she insisted. “I’m going to change.” 
 “Cecily.” Crossing the room, Melissa took her by both hands and waited for Cecily to meet her gaze. “You look stunning.” Her smile brightened. “Breathe.” 
 She couldn’t believe the change a year had made in her baby sister. Gone was the naïve, reckless girl who had pushed Cecily at every turn. Standing before her was a strong, capable, and confident woman. As much as Cecily hated being so far away from her, she had to admit that Chicago had been good for Melissa.  
 There hadn’t been another man in her life since her brief fling with Daniel. She hadn’t sworn off men completely or anything so dramatic. She’d simply been taking time to focus on herself, and honestly, she’d never looked happier. Still, Cecily hoped her sister found love one day.  
 When she was older.  
 Much older.  
 Like fifty. 
 Cecily had to laugh at herself. She knew she wasn’t being fair, but she couldn’t help it. Melissa would always be her baby sister, and no man would ever be good enough for her. 
 “What are you laughing about?” 
 Cecily shook her head. “Nothing. I’m just really proud of you, Mel.” 
 Her expression softened, and moisture welled in her eyes as she pulled Cecily into a tight hug. “Okay.” With a loud exhale, Melissa released her and took a step back. “Ready to do this?” 
 Turning, Cecily picked up the black, velvet box on her nightstand and held it to her chest. “As ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 “I’ll meet you guys at the club.” Melissa grabbed her again in a brief, crushing hug. “Good luck.” 
 Dating one of the best bartenders in the city had its perks—like access to Electric Mist’s annual Christmas Eve party. Tickets for the event cost a fortune, and yet, they sold out every year within hours of going on sale. Cecily didn’t really see what all the hype was about, but she had to admit she’d had fun the previous year. Then again, she always had the best time with Rafe, no matter where they went or what they did. 
  Closing her fist around the small box, she tucked her hand behind her back and followed Melissa down the hallway to the living room. The instant she saw Rafe, her breath caught, and she stumbled in her open-toed, gold heels. 
 “Whoa.” Reaching out, Rafe caught her by the elbow to steady her. “You and those damn shoes will be the death of me.” With his hand still on her elbow, he leaned in to kiss her cheek. “You look beautiful.” 
 “Thank you.” Keeping the jewelry box hidden behind her back, she reached up with her free hand to smooth one side of his bowtie. “You don’t look so bad yourself, Mr. Sorento.”  
 In her mind, she was already planning how best to get him out of that tuxedo at the end of the night.  
 “Okay, I’m going to take off now.” With all the subtlety of a brick, Melissa grabbed her coat and darted toward the door. 
 “Oh,” Rafe said, “I thought we were all going to go together.” 
 “I need to make a stop before everything closes,” Melissa lied. “I’ll meet you there.” She waved, then hurried out the door before Rafe could argue further. 
 Rafe shook his head, his mouth turned down in a frown. “What was that about?” 
 “Rafe, look at me.” 
 He turned toward her instantly, his expression clearing. “You have my undivided attention.” 
 Cecily took several deep breaths to try to steady her racing heart. It didn’t work. 
 “I’m having this problem that I think you can help me with.” 
 “Anything.” So serious.  
 “See, I’ve gotten used to you stealing all the covers at night and hogging the bed. I’ve even gotten used to your snoring.” 
 His brow furrowed. “Okay…” 
 “I’ve gotten so used to those things, that I can’t really sleep without them.” She moved her hand in between them, presenting the box she held between her fingers. “I love you, Rafe, and I don’t want to spend even a single day without you.” Holding the box up, she flipped the lid open, revealing the golden key nestled against black satin. “Will you move in with me?” 
 Rafe took the box from her and removed the key, turning it one way, then the other, watching as the lights from the Christmas tree glinted off the surface. “You’re serious?” 
 “I’m serious.” She wasn’t ready to walk down the aisle in a white dress—yet—but she knew she wanted to go to sleep with him every night and wake up next to him every morning. “So? Will you?” 
 Placing the key and the box onto the kitchen bar, he lifted her into his arms and spun her in a circle. “I will absolutely move in with you.” He slid her down his body until her feet touched the floor before kissing her breathless. “I am so totally gone for you, woman.” 
 They kissed again, sweet and slow, and when they parted, Cecily sighed. “We should go.” In the three minutes it took her to pull on her coat and find her clutch, she managed to snag her heels in the carpet twice. “Maybe I should change shoes.” 
 Rafe laughed as he wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her against his side. “Just lean on me.” 
   
 THE END   
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STAY WITH ME


Serendipity, Book 2


 

 For the past four weeks, Starla had poured her heart and soul into Tuner’s new ad campaign, agonizing over every minute detail. She’d hand-selected which products to highlight, written and discarded slogan after slogan, and had even created the graphics herself. The ad had been her baby. More than that, it had been designed to secure her the coveted corner office with the title of Creative Marketing Director of Rufio Advertising to go along with it. 
 Now, she’d be lucky to even have a job come Monday morning. 
 “What do you mean?” Turner didn’t sound angry or even concerned, only curious. “How is the campaign gone?” 
 “My files, my graphics, my photos, it’s all gone.” Placing her computer case on the tabletop, she tried to open it, but her hands shook so badly, she couldn’t grasp the zipper. “I don’t know what happened. Even my backups have disappeared.” 
 Strong but gentle hands covered hers, stilling her fumbling movements. “Starla, look at me,” he coaxed. He nodded when she complied, his big, chocolate-brown eyes full of kindness and understanding. “Forget the computer for a minute.” Leaning forward in his seat, he rested his elbows on his knees and held both of her hands in a light grip. “Start from the beginning and tell me what happened.” 
 His warm smile eased the constriction in her chest, allowing her to take another deep, calming breath. “Last night, I wanted to add a few last-minute touches to your ad before I presented it for approval tomorrow. When I opened the program, I discovered all of my source files had been deleted from my laptop.” 
 “And you said your backups are gone, too?” 
 Starla nodded. “The files have been erased from my cloud drive, as well as my external hard drive.” She’d been so careful, saving everything in triplicate to safeguard against exactly this kind of catastrophe. “I’m terribly sorry about this, Turner. I don’t know what to say.” 
 “I just don’t think that ad is going to work.” Releasing her, he sat back in his seat and shook his head firmly. “I’ve decided to go in a completely different direction, so we’ll need to start from scratch.” He held his hands out to the sides, waving them in big, animated gestures. “I need more…blue.” His eyes crinkled at the corners, and he threaded his fingers through his untamed, sandy-brown hair as he nodded. “Yes, more blue. And…pirates. Lots of pirates.” 
 A torrent of emotion whirled inside her—confusion, amusement, and finally…relief. Toying with the strap on her laptop case, Starla smiled in spite of herself.  
 “You haven’t even seen the campaign. How can you be sure you don’t like it?”  
 “I bet it’s great, but it’s just not what I want.” 
 “It really was quite good.” 
 Turner smoothed his hands down his white, cotton T-shirt, and drummed his fingers over his flat stomach. “I have no doubt. Changing my mind at the eleventh hour must have put a real kink in your workflow. I’m sorry, and I’ll understand if you don’t want to work with me anymore.” 
 Starla’s belly fluttered, and moisture slicked her palms when his lips stretched into a devilish grin. Clearing her throat, she turned her head, trying to hide the blush heating her cheeks. 
 During her nine years in advertising, she’d worked with dozens of attractive, successful men. Some of them had even been charming, in their own way. Not one of them had tempted her to toss aside propriety, nor had she ever thought of them outside of work. 
 None of them, except Turner McCord.  
 At first, she’d been frustrated with his inability to take anything seriously. He’d joked and teased throughout their first meeting while offering little in the way of helpful feedback. When she’d inquired about his company’s brand, he’d shrugged. So, she’d moved on to less specific topics, asking him instead what image he wanted Neverland to portray. To this, he’d shrugged again and laughed at her, saying, “It’s just a toy store.” 
 She’d never met anyone so bloody infuriating, and she’d cursed his name all the way back to her office. Their second meeting hadn’t gone much better, but by the third, she’d begun to understand. Turner didn’t purposely set out to make her job complicated. He simply didn’t have an opinion one way or another. She could have pasted pink unicorns into a rainbow background with glittering text, and he’d have approved it with a nod and a laugh. 
 “I know what you’re doing,” she admitted, finally looking up to meet his gaze. “While I appreciate it, this was my mistake, and I’m prepared to take responsibility.” 
 “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Standing, Turner waved a hand dismissively. “I want swords. Let’s put swords in the new ad.” 
 “I’m afraid that’s a tad violent if you intend to market towards parents and children.” She played along, but really, she knew he didn’t mean a word of it. “If you want a pirate theme, perhaps ships and buried treasure would be a suitable replacement?” 
 “Yes.” He smacked his palm against the tabletop, making her jump. Then he pulled back and tilted his head to the side. “And blue.” 
 A wholly inappropriate giggle escaped her lips, and Starla pressed her fingers over her mouth to muffle the sound. “If that’s what you want.” 
 Crouching down beside her, Turner swiveled her chair until she faced him. Then he took her hands again, his eyes softening as smoothed his thumbs over her knuckles. “Better now?” 
 “Yes.”  
 Her heart beat a little too fast, and she thrummed with nervous energy that had nothing to do with her lost files. Heavens, he was handsome. Dark stubble adorned his square jaw, giving him a devil-may-care look that was at odds with the impish grin stretching his lips. His broad shoulders lifted with each, slow breath, and she had no trouble picturing the lean muscles that likely hid beneath his fitted T-shirt and baggy jeans. With the light reflected in his eyes, it gave the illusion of a twinkle in his warm, chocolate-brown irises as he watched her intently, waiting for her to say more. 
 Pulling her hands back, Starla tucked them into her lap, praying he hadn’t noticed the goosebumps that raised the skin on her exposed wrists. “I am truly sorry. I’ll work overtime to make sure your new campaign is ready to launch on time.” 
 “When was that again?” 
 Sighing, she shook her head. “The mid part of February.” 
 Turner’s eyebrows drew together, and he frowned. “No, that doesn’t work, either. The first of March is better.” 
 “It’s no trouble.”  
 Recreating everything in the limited timeframe wouldn’t be easy, but she could do it, even if it meant she’d miss a few nights of sleep. She still had almost three weeks until she needed to present the digital billboard ad, along with the advised marketing campaign, for consideration to her boss. Of course, she had completed other advertisements she could present, but nothing like what she’d envisioned for Neverland. She wanted that promotion too much to leave anything to chance, and damn it, she deserved it.  
 Unfolding from his crouch, Turner pushed to his feet and stared down at her for several, uncomfortable seconds before he spoke. “We should have dinner.” 
 Sure she’d heard him wrong, Starla blinked. “Dinner?” 
 “Yes, dinner. It’s this thing that happens every day, usually around the same time, and I hear there’s food involved.” 
 “I’m aware of how it works.” She couldn’t have dinner with Turner McCord. It would be incredibly unprofessional. “I just don’t think it’s a good idea. You’re a client…” And something else she couldn’t remember when he smiled at her like that. “You’re a client,” she repeated. 
 “Okay.” Folding his arms over his chest, Turner pursed his lips and nodded. “You’re fired.” 
 Anger, swift and forceful, snapped Starla out of her daze, and she launched out of her seat, advancing until she’d backed him deep into the corner of the room. “Excuse me?” 
 “If your only reason for not having dinner with me is because I’m a client, then fine. You’re fired.” 
 She’d worked her ass off to create a respectable, family-friendly image for Neverland, and she planned to use that hard work to launch herself right into a promotion. If he thought he could take that all away from her, she had news for him. 
 “No,” she bit out through clenched teeth. “I am not fired.” 
 Turner didn’t back down, and he didn’t even have the decency to wipe the ridiculously charming grin from his lips. “Okay, you’re not fired. So, dinner? Let’s say tonight at seven.” Slipping past her, he picked her laptop case up from the table and returned to slide the strap onto her shoulder before ushering her toward the office door. “Should I pick you up, or would you rather meet me at the restaurant?” 
 “I…well…stop that!” Whirling around, she slapped at his arm when he tried to push her through the open door. Her five-foot-nine stature put her at eye-level with his Adam’s apple, forcing her to tilt her head back to glare up at him. “Turner, this really isn’t a good idea.” 
 “Okay, I’ll text you the address, and we can meet there.” He nudged her out of the office and closed the door behind him. Bending to accommodate for their height difference, he brushed a kiss against her cheek. “I look forward to it. 
 Straightening, he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, then turned and sauntered away, whistling under his breath.
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