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        Is he simply jealous or does he really want a wife?

      

      

      
        
        A GIRL, A GUY AND A ROBE TIE is book 2 in the series.

      

      

      Ethan Wolff wants what his brother has; a wife, a family, a home.  So then why does he spend his nights drinking and picking up women?  That is until his sexy neighbor, Penelope (Poppy) Serafini, attracts his attention when she is locked out of her apartment and standing naked in the hall.  Poppy is embarrassed and has no choice but to accept Ethan’s help.  But as she gets to know him better, she realizes she is sick and tired of his standoffish attitude.  All he seems to want from her is sex.  Yet she can’t help fighting her own attraction, enough to make her put her standards aside and jump in with both feet.  However, as much as Ethan wants marriage and a family, he still isn’t ready to share his secrets with anyone.  Not even when a strange woman appears at his door with a secret of her own.  He is now left wondering if he deserves Penelope and if the demons will finally be put to rest.  Will Ethan and Poppy’s love be strong enough to pull them back together once he bares his sole?
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      Ethan Wolff gnawed on a cuticle while sitting through his third boring meeting in recent weeks.  He’d told his brother he wanted to be a silent partner only.  If he had known that investing in Snow n’ Boat Resort would result in him wasting precious hours sitting in a conference room he never would have offered to buy in.  Well, it wasn’t really a conference room.  It was a banquet room.  The conference area was still being built on the opposite side of the resort.  In the meantime his brother used the banquet room to meet with his department heads to go over the budget, toss around suggestions and ideas for expansion, discuss environmental issues and plan for events like the upcoming Winter Fest, which was the current discussion, to be held in January.

      Stick a needle in his eye.  He had better things to do at eight in the morning.  Like sleeping in.  Or banging the pretty blonde, who was waiting in his bed, one last time.  Instead, Rowan was rambling on about who would handle which committee.  As long as it wasn’t him, what the hell did he care?

      He picked up his pen and doodled on his legal pad while stifling a yawn.  The picture he made looked a little like a woman’s boobs.  He snickered.  It was the most exciting thing that had happened all morning.

      “Am I boring you, little brother?” Rowan Kavanagh asked, cutting an accusatory look his way.

      “Well, now that you mention it . . .”

      His sister-in-law Emma cleared her throat and narrowed her eyes at him, all while breastfeeding little Finlay beneath her red print scarf.  She shook her blond head slightly and Ethan got the hint.  Shut the hell up.

      “No, not at all,” he said, amending his answer.  He sat up straight in his chair and pretended to look interested for the next twenty minutes.  He could handle Rowan’s wrath, but he didn’t want to piss off Emma.

      When the torture was over he couldn’t begin to tell you what it was all about or why the meeting had been necessary in the first place, but if it made his brother happy for him to show up then he supposed he would have to suffer through it.

      Although Rowan had enough to be happy about; his wife Emma, his six-month-old son Finlay and his adopted teenage daughter Callie.  Not to mention a successful resort.  What more could the guy want?  He even had a dog that loved him.  Gertie, an overweight wiener dog.  Technically the dog had belonged to his brother’s first wife but now she followed Rowan everywhere he went.

      Why did he need him to sit in on his stupid business meetings?  Ethan didn’t have anything to offer, and wouldn’t offer it if he did have an idea or suggestion.  Snow n’ Boat belonged to Rowan.  It was his dream investment, even though on paper Ethan owned thirty percent.

      He blew out a sigh.  When was it going to be his turn to have it all?

      He shouldn’t be complaining.  It’s not like he was going out of his way to make any life altering decisions to change his future.  He wasn’t exactly looking for a wife either.  But then neither had Rowan been and look what happened to him.  His happy life had all pretty much just landed in his lap.  The lucky bastard.

      His brother had taken over his father’s loan on the resort, which had nearly ruined him financially.  The only reason Rowan had met Emma was because she had come to collect on the loan on behalf of the bank.  Rowan had accidentally knocked her unconscious with a two-by-four, and because she had amnesia she had ended up sleeping with him and getting pregnant.  Callie was a runaway who just happened along.  And the rest was history.

      Honestly, Ethan wasn’t looking for sympathy or anything like that.  And he wasn’t the jealous type.  He was okay with being single.  Sleeping with whomever he wanted, whenever he wanted.  No one to nag him and tell him what to do.  Fishing in the summer.  Hitting the ski slopes in the winter.  He was able to travel to anywhere that intrigued him.  And he collected a check each month for his troubles.  There were plenty of guys who would trade their married lives for his in a heartbeat.  Yep, most days he was pretty content.  Even happy sometimes.  But not today.

      Today was his birthday.  Thirty-six years old.  He didn’t know what it was about that number that had him feeling so blue, but there it was.  He’d woken with a chip on his shoulder the size of a VW Beetle and no one was going to knock it off.

      He felt like a prick.  Was ready to rip someone a new asshole if they even looked at him sideways.  Felt entitled to it, in fact.  But he was allowed to act like a prick on occasion, wasn’t he?  Especially on his birthday.  So he wasn’t about to take anybody’s crap.  At any rate, the damn meeting was over and he was out of there.

      But when he stood to leave, Rowan stopped him.  “Ethan, can I see you for a minute?”

      “I really need to get going,” he lied and headed for the door along with the others.

      “Ethan, wait!”

      Blowing out a noisy breath, he spun around to face his brother.

      “What’s up with you today?”

      “Nothing.”  He glanced at his wrist to check the time—even though he wasn’t wearing a watch—as if he was in a hurry to get somewhere other than back in his warm bed where the sexy blonde was waiting for him.

      “Really?”  Rowan crossed his arms.  “Because you were acting like an asshole all through the meeting.”

      “The meetings don’t pertain to me.  I don’t know why you insist on me being there.  I told you I wanted to be a silent partner.”

      “I invite you out of respect.  You invested a lot of money into this place and you have a right to know what’s going on.”

      “Well, from now on if there’s something I need to know just tell me.”

      His older brother scrunched his brows together to make one straight line.  “You need to get a life.”

      Ethan’s mouth dropped open.  “Fuck you.  You think I want to be married and saddled with two kids like you?  Ha.  I’d rather have my balls cut off.”

      Emma stepped forward and scowled at him.  “Language.”  She nodded at little Finlay who was now propped in a seat on the long banquet table.  “Was that necessary, Ethan?  After all that Rowan has done for you?”

      He made a tsk sound.  “And just what has he done for me, Emma?  I was the one who saved him from losing this place when you were planning to foreclose on him.”

      She blinked at him and then started crying.  “I can’t believe you would throw that up.  After all this time.”  She sniffed and shook her blond head in disapproval.  “Sorry.  Hormones.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, feeling like a jerk.  Emma had never done anything to hurt him.  For that matter, neither had Rowan.  But he had to take his bad mood out on someone.  Best if he got the hell out of there.  “I need to go.”

      Emma touched his arm.  “Callie and I baked you a birthday cake.  Maybe you can come for dinner tonight and—”

      “Jeez, I wish I could but I have plans.”  That was also a lie, but the last thing he wanted to do was spend his birthday in their cheerful little home.  He cast another glance at his naked wrist.  “Gotta go.”

      On the walk to his building he tried to wash the disappointed look he’d seen on Emma’s face from his brain.  He really liked Emma.  She was great, but she didn’t understand.  She had no idea what he was going through.  How could she?  As much as he wanted to admit that it was entirely his fault that his life mostly sucked, he couldn’t.  Because then he would have to admit he was perhaps an alcoholic, and a murderer, as well.

      He wasn’t blaming the war for the demons inside him, but get real for a moment.  You didn’t go off to fight and not come back messed up.  If you came back at all.  Ethan simply was not ready to face his past.  Maybe he would never be ready.  And that’s what scared him the most.
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      Poppy Serafini rolled over in bed and stared at her fiancé like he had horns.  She couldn’t believe what he’d just said.  She stared into his light blue eyes and fought to hide her true emotions.  “What did you say?”

      “I said . . . I don’t want to get married.”

      She knew that was what he had said the first time but she had to hear it again just to be sure she wasn’t dreaming.  “What’s wrong, Bradley?  Are you scared?  Because we talked about this.  All grooms get cold feet before their weddings.  It’s natural.  It’s okay to be afraid.  But everything is going to be fine.  Perfect in fact.”  She patted his bare arm for reassurance.  “This is why I’ve spared you from all the decision making and handled everything myself.  Just so you wouldn’t feel overwhelmed.”  She slipped naked from the bed and retrieved her robe from the back of the bedroom door.  Tying the belt loosely around her waist she padded barefoot toward the kitchenette to start the coffee.

      She refused to let Bradley’s statement ruin her morning.  They were getting married on Valentine’s Day, which was less than two months away, no matter what he said.  Valentine’s Day was the most romantic day of the year and they had been planning the wedding for nearly a year now.  Or at least she had been planning it.  Bradley mostly didn’t offer anything or ask about the details either.  He seemed dispassionate with the whole idea, had simply nodded his head to anything she suggested.

      It was going to be spectacular.  She knew this because she had arranged everything herself, in spite of her cousin Sydney’s offer to help—Sydney was a wedding planner—just to make sure it would all go off without a hitch.  Call her a control freak; she didn’t care.  Because that was exactly what she was.  Which was why she had insisted on paying for her own wedding as well.  If she allowed her parents to pay they would no doubt want a say in things.  No thanks.  She did not want a church basement reception with punch and finger sandwiches.  She wanted something way more memorable than that.

      The invitations were going out next week.  Her bridesmaids would wear red, of course.  The bouquets and centerpieces would be red and white roses.  Rose petals would also be sprinkled on the church aisle.

      The ten-piece band, which was outrageously expensive but also the best around, had been instructed to play a variety of music so as to please everyone.  After the ceremony and reception she and Bradley would honeymoon for two entire weeks in Jamaica.  A gift from her parents since she’d refused their offer to pay for the wedding.  They had put a deposit on a private villa that came with a chef and a butler.  A butler for heaven’s sake!  Every time she thought about it she was uncontrollably giddy inside.  She had dreamed of her wedding since she was old enough to know what a wedding was.

      She was the perfect age—thirty.  Then at thirty-two she would give birth to their first child and at thirty-four they would have a sibling to join the first one.  And they would live happily ever after.  End of discussion.

      Bradley, fully dressed, joined her in the kitchenette a few minutes later.  “Poppy, you don’t understand.  I can’t marry you.”

      She laughed as she grabbed two mugs from the cupboard.  “Can’t?  That’s a bit dramatic, Bradley.  You can do anything you set your mind to do.  Just think positive.”  It was what she preached to people all over the country.  At least those who read her blog.  Positive Poppy was a big hit, especially with single females.  She offered advice from everything on fashion, to dating, to landing the man of your dreams.  She preached good old fashioned values that a lot of girls and women these days tended to ignore.  But there were also the occasional males who followed her and were thankful for the advice.  Sometimes a guy would write and say her blog had helped him to understand his girlfriend or fiancée better.  They would be so grateful.  So grateful in fact, she had become extremely popular across the country.

      Poppy had made several guest appearances on daytime talk shows and was now working on a book.  How would it look to people if her fiancé broke up with her?  Well, Bradley was not going to make a fool of her.  She had been talking about her wedding plans for months with her readers.  She would be ruined if her fiancé backed out now.  How was she to instill confidence in others when she couldn’t get the man she wanted?  Well, that just wasn’t going to happen.  She refused to let it happen.

      “I’m sorry, Poppy.  Really I am.  I thought . . . I mean . . . you’re still my best friend.  I love you.  But, and it’s taken me this long to realize it, I love you more like a sister.”

      A sister?  Was he fucking kidding?  She swallowed back the lump in her throat, pretending not to be hurt.  Taking a chair at the tiny table she smiled sweetly at him over her mug.  “Sit.  Have some coffee.  You’ll feel better once you’re fully awake.”

      Although the coffee wasn’t helping her.  He loved her more like a sister?  What a bunch of crap!  He was delirious.  It must be those stupid diet pills he was taking even though she’d told him he didn’t need to lose weight.  Well, maybe ten pounds.  Okay twenty.  But she wasn’t complaining.  The extra pounds looked cute on him.

      He screwed up his face, ran a hand through his wavy blond hair.  “I can’t believe you’re taking this so well.  I expected you to cry.”

      “Cry?  Why waste tears on something that isn’t going to happen?”  She sipped at the hot brew in her mug, keeping her composure and was proud of herself for doing so regardless of how she was really feeling.  But no reason for her to come unglued.  Bradley would come to his senses soon enough.

      “What do you mean?” he asked, scratching his head.

      “I mean, we’re getting married.”  There.  She’d said it.  She admired the sparkly diamond ring on her finger then gave him a no-nonsense look.  “Sit, Bradley.  Drink your coffee.”  She didn’t mean to sound like a bitch but she was starting to get annoyed with her man.  What possible reason could he have for not wanting to marry her?  She dismissed the thought as soon as it entered her brain.  He didn’t have a reason.  Just cold feet, like she’d said.  So many men assumed if they got married they were going to be tied down to the point they couldn’t go to the bathroom without asking permission.  That wasn’t going to happen in their marriage.  So therefore, no reason to be afraid.  Of course, she wasn’t going to be one of those unsuspecting females either who allowed her husband too much freedom.  That was just asking for trouble.

      Bradley continued to stand.  “I paid the rent on the apartment through May of next year.  I’ll come by this weekend and get my things.”

      He only had a few articles of clothing, some books and his skis since he had never really officially moved in with her—even though that had been the plan.  Most of his things were still at his parents’ house.  Poppy remained calm as he told her she would need to get the utilities turned over into her own name and not to forget to cancel the appointment for the cake tasting next week.  She knew already she was going with the red velvet cake and cream cheese frosting but she wanted to talk to the baker and, of course, taste the cake.

      Then with a shrug, he said, “Well, I guess I should go.”

      Scooting her chair away from the table, she followed him to the door.  Still pretending to be calm, her heart began to hammer in her chest so loudly she was afraid it would crack and break.  What was happening?  Surely, this was a bad dream.  Bradley wasn’t walking out on her.  She was the best thing to ever happen to him.  In fact, according to him, she was his first long-term girlfriend.  So what the hell had gone wrong?

      He opened the door, took a step into the hallway then turned to face her.  “Thanks for being so understanding.”

      “Understanding?” she managed to choke out.  She didn’t know what got into her, but suddenly her right fist flew out of nowhere and slammed into his smug face.

      “Ow!”  He brought a hand to his cheek and massaged it as he took a step backward.  “What the hell, Poppy!  What was that for?”

      “For being a coward!”

      She heard a snicker and looked past Bradley’s shoulder to see her neighbor across the hall—the dark haired, black eyed, muscular, brooding one, the one that had first shown her around Snow n’ Boat at last year’s Fall Fest, the one who had stolen her newspaper the past few mornings—smiling at her.  He gave her a thumbs-up then unlocked his door and slipped inside.  What an ass!

      Not wanting to face Bradley a minute longer, she closed the door in his face.  The nerve of him!  They had dated three years before he got up the courage to propose last year.  And now he didn’t want to marry her.  Well, she would see about that.  He would come around, beg her to take him back.  She would play hard to get for a while, just to teach him a lesson and watch him squirm, but then she would relent and forgive him.  She had to.  They were going to have the most amazing life together.  If only he was willing to listen to her.

      She heard a noise in the hall, and wondering if Bradley had already come back to ask for her forgiveness, stood on tip-toe to look out her peephole.  There was the newspaper thief at it again.  Without thinking she flung her door open and stepped into the hall.  “What the hell do you think you’re doing? That’s my newspaper!”

      The words had barely escaped her lips when her door slammed shut behind her, taking her robe tie with it and now her robe.  Quickly she spun toward the door, yanked at the terrycloth tie but it wasn’t going anywhere.  Oh, crap!  She was naked, and her neighbor was grinning appreciatively as he raked his eyes over her body.  Using her hands she tried to cover anything important, but was having a hard time.  She needed a few more hands.

      “Nice,” he said.  And when she scowled he added, “Nice right hook I meant.”
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      Ethan couldn’t help but stare at the quirky looking girl who lived across the hall.  Her door had closed on the tie of her robe and the flimsy terrycloth had slipped off her shoulders leaving her gloriously naked.  She covered her breasts with one hand and used the other to cover her—

      “Do you mind?” she snarled at him.

      “No, not at all,” he answered truthfully with a careless shrug.  Hey, he was a guy, and all guys were pigs.  If he hadn’t checked her out she may have felt slighted.

      “Don’t just stand there gawking!  Do something,” she ordered.

      “Uh, what do you want me to do?”

      “Give me that newspaper!”

      Just when he was starting to think it might be a horrible morning he had gotten a nice reprieve.  After that boring meeting earlier he had come back to find Tiffany, or whatever her name was, had already gone.  So he’d started some coffee and was going to borrow the newspaper from his neighbor for entertainment.  But this was way more exciting as his cock confirmed at the moment.  Happy birthday to me.

      Feeling her helplessness, Ethan handed the girl her paper, which she used to cover her most intimate parts.  “You’re supposed to use the doorstop if you don’t want to get locked out,” he told her.

      “I know that!”

      “Right.”  She had a nice body even though she seemed to go out of her way to hide her assets.  Every time he saw her she was dressed in turtlenecks and jeans or layered in ski clothes.  But now he knew she had nice tits with perky nipples, a shaved snatch and shapely legs.  Plus plenty of curves in just the right places.  She wasn’t bad looking if you could get past the black spikey hair.  What was up with that anyway?  She looked like she was auditioning for a rock band most days.  Maybe she’d been in an accident and they had to shave her head and this was the result as it fought to grow back.  Yep, that had to be it.  No one in their right mind would choose to style their hair that way.

      She had pretty blue eyes and nice lips on that sassy mouth of hers and he found himself wondering what it would be like to kiss her.  He cleared his throat, tried to get a grip on reality.  “So, do you have a key hidden under your doormat?”

      “Are you crazy?  So some lunatic like you can break into my apartment?”

      “Why would I want to break into your apartment?”

      “You steal my newspaper.  You obviously can’t be trusted.  God only knows what you would do if I left a key outside my door.”

      “But I always return the paper when I’m done.”

      She rolled her eyes just as the door next to his opened and a man stuck his head out.  His bushy eyebrows shot skyward.

      “What’s going on out here?” he asked, grinning like an old fool.

      Ethan suddenly felt the need to protect his neighbor—the female one, not the old fool.  “Nothing.  Go back inside, Mr. Friedman.”

      The man’s eyes shifted from Ethan back to the naked girl before he sighed and closed the door.  But Ethan had a feeling he was still watching from his peephole.  Like he said, all guys were pigs.

      “If you want, you can come inside my apartment,” he offered.  He didn’t need to ask twice.  She happily shuffled across the hall.  Ethan shielded her from the peeping Tom next door by standing close and herding her inside his place.

      Nice ass.  He almost whistled then thought better of it.  She must have forgotten her backside was completely exposed as she half shuffled, half waddled, over to his leather sofa and plopped down.  She arranged the newspaper over her breasts and lap and stared up at him.

      He would never be able to look at that sofa again without thinking of her naked butt sitting on it.  He cleared his throat.  “Coffee?”

      “Phone.”

      “What?”

      “I need to use your phone.”

      “Oh, right,” he said, forcing himself to snap out of it.  He went over to the breakfast bar and retrieved his cell, brought it back to her.  He watched as she punched in a number.

      “Bradley?  It’s me.”  She made an irritated face.  “It’s Poppy, you idiot.  I’m borrowing my neighbor’s phone.”  A pause.  “It’s a long story.  Anyway, I got locked out and I need you to come back and unlock the door for me.”  She frowned.  “What?  You’re at the emergency room?  What blood?  What a baby you are!  I barely hit you.”  She rolled her eyes.  “Okay, I’m sorry.  But you sort of deserved it.”  She released a noisy breath.  “Bradley, listen to me.  Enough about that.  As soon as you’re done at the hospital I need you to come unlock the door for me.  What?  You left your key on my dresser?  Why would you do such a thing?”  She looked up, caught Ethan staring at her, so he politely looked away to give her a little privacy.  Trouble in paradise, obviously.  As if her punching the dweeb in the face wasn’t enough of a clue.

      As he stared at the wall, pretending to be interested in the only picture hanging in his place he heard her say, “Well, that’s just great.  Thanks for nothing.”

      “Ready for that coffee?” he asked as she slammed his phone down on the coffee table.

      “No, I’m not ready for coffee.  I’m naked in case you forgot.”

      “Nope, I didn’t forget that.”

      “I need to get back inside my apartment,” she said, ignoring his sarcasm.  “Wait, don’t you work here?”

      “No.”

      “But weren’t you the one who showed me around the place last fall?”

      “I don’t think so,” he lied, pretending not to remember the chatty female.  Of course, her hair was long back then and she’d worn it in a ponytail.

      She sighed.  “Well, do you know the number for the manager here?”

      “Can’t say that I do,” he lied.  As much as he hated the idea of company this morning, he was actually enjoying himself.  If he called Rowan that would be the end of their little visit.

      “Well, can you go over to the rental office in the lodge and see if someone has a spare key or a master key or something?”

      “Sure.  As soon as I’m done with my coffee and the paper.”

      “What!”  She glared at him.

      “Just kidding.  Maybe I have a phone number for someone.”  He picked up his cell from the messy coffee table—littered with last night’s empty liquor bottles and dirty glasses—and punched in Rowan’s number.  “Yo.  It’s me.”  Then remembering he wasn’t supposed to know anyone in management he said, “Ethan Wolff in apartment two seventeen.”

      “I know who you are, Ethan,” his brother said, sounding irritated as hell.  “And I know what apartment you live in.  What do you want?”

      “The young lady across the hall got locked out of her place.  Poppy . . .”  He looked at her, waited for her to supply her last name.

      “Oh.  Serafini.  Poppy Serafini.”

      “Right.  Poppy Serafini in two sixteen.  She needs someone with a master key.  Oh, and send a female.  She’s in a bit of a predicament and I think she would feel more comfortable if a female came to unlock her door.”  Plus he hated the idea of some guy seeing her naked.  Unless it was him, of course.

      “Fine.  Give me a few minutes to find someone.”  Then Rowan hung up without saying goodbye.  Ethan could hardly blame him after the way he had behaved that morning.  He set his phone back down and sat in a chair adjacent to the sofa.

      “So, why did you punch your boyfriend in the face this morning?”

      “None of your business.”

      He nodded.  “Did you catch him cheating on you?”

      She narrowed those blue eyes and scowled at him.  “No.  Bradley would never cheat on me.”

      “I see.”  Bradley.  Even the name made him sound like a dweeb.  “How long have you and the dweeb . . . Bradley been sleeping . . . seeing each other?”

      “About four years, not that it’s any of your business.”

      “You’re right.  It’s not.  I was just trying to make small talk while we wait for someone to come let you in your apartment.  But if you’d rather wait in the hall, be my guest.”  He spread his arm wide for effect.

      She blinked at him.  “Fine.  You want to make small talk?  Go ahead.”

      She was a sassy little thing, which made him wonder what she was like in bed.  Not that it mattered.  She wasn’t his type.  Not that he had a type.  Or did he?  “Where did you get the name Poppy?”

      “It’s a nickname actually.  My real name is Penelope, but that’s kind of a mouthful, don’t you think?  Penelope Serafini?  Eight syllables.”

      “I don’t know.  It has a certain kind of charm I suppose.”  Penelope.  He liked it.  It suited her.  He wasn’t fond of the name Poppy.  It sounded like a flower.  In fact, it was a flower.  “What do you do for a living, Penelope?”

      “I’m a writer.”

      “Interesting.  What do you write?  Smut books?”  He chuckled, thinking she didn’t look like the type.  Not that romance authors had to be a certain type, he supposed, but still.

      “No!  I write a blog and I’m working on my first book.”

      “What kind of blog?”

      “Nothing that would interest you.”  She let out a long sigh.  “Okay, now it’s your turn to answer my questions.”

      Great.  Maybe he should have kept his mouth shut.  “Sure.”

      “Name?”

      “Ethan Wolff.  Just three syllables, nothing too difficult.”

      “Occupation?”

      “I’m sort of in between jobs at the moment.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me.  I bet it’s difficult to hold down a job when you drink.”  She glanced at the empty liquor bottles on the coffee table.

      Ethan blinked at her but tried not to be offended.  “That’s not the reason I don’t have a job.”

      “Really.  What’s the reason?”

      “None of your business.”  Two could play this game.

      She was now looking at something else on the coffee table.  A scrap of paper.  She glanced up at him and asked, “Who was the woman you brought home last night?  Your girlfriend?”

      Puzzled why she would ask such a question, he shrugged.  “Just a friend.”

      “Does she have a name?”

      “Of course she has a name.”  When that didn’t seem to satisfy her, he said, “Tiffany.”  He was only guessing, but she didn’t know that.

      Raising her brows, she said, “Her name is Tina.”  She nodded at the paper on the table.  “She left you a note and said you were out of vodka.”  When he didn’t say anything, she smiled sweetly.  “What?  Did you think she left you a note saying how good you were in bed?”

      “Most women do.”

      “In your dreams,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand.  The newspaper slid a bit, exposing a dark pink nipple.  She quickly made a grab for the paper and yanked it back in place.  She faced him head on as if nothing had happened, even though her cheeks flushed to almost the same shade of her nipple.

      His cock stirred again, straining against the zipper of his jeans.  “Why did Bradley leave his key on your dresser?”

      “None of your—”

      “He dumped you, didn’t he?  That’s why you decked him.”

      “He didn’t dump me.  He’s just . . . confused.  Scared.”

      “Scared?  Of what?  You?”  That was a joke.  She probably weighed a hundred and ten pounds, fully dressed.  Shoes and all.

      “Marriage.”

      “Marriage?  You’re engaged?”  Although he already knew that.

      She grinned and flashed her ring at him, being careful to hold the newspaper in place this time.

      Ethan squinted and sat forward.  “Is that a diamond in there?  If so, I can barely see it.”

      She rolled her eyes.  “I asked him not to spend a lot of money on a ring.  I’m not one of those girls who are impressed with how much a ring costs or how many carats it is.  It’s the symbol that matters.”

      “Really?  I thought all girls liked a big fat diamond.”

      “Not this girl.  I’m sort of old fashioned that way.  It’s no wonder so many women are still single in their thirties.  They scare the guys off with talk like that.  Some of them even insist on picking out their own rings.  That’s so rude.”

      Nodding, he said, “I see.  So, if you didn’t ask for a big diamond, what did you do to scare off Bradley?”

      She opened her mouth then slapped it shut.  Just then there was a knock on the door.

      “Well, this little game was fun,” she said.  “I hope we can do it again sometime.”

      He got to his feet.  “Yeah, me too.  Come over naked anytime.”

      “In your dreams.”

      He opened the door to see Emma standing there.  She looked past him at his neighbor then gave him an appalling look.  “She’s . . .”

      “I know.”

      “Well, couldn’t you have offered her a blanket or something?”

      “I didn’t think about it.”

      Emma pushed past him as she slid her coat from her arms.  “Here, Ms. Serafini, put this on.”

      “Thank you.”

      Emma shielded her, helped her into the coat and herded her to the door.

      “Goodbye, Penelope,” Ethan said with a nod.  “I’m already looking forward to our next chat.  No need to dress up when you come by.  No need to dress at all.”  He chuckled at his joke.

      Both women glared at him then Poppy grabbed the newspaper from his hand and walked across the hall.

      God, he needed a drink, although he didn’t drink in the daytime.  His way of saying he didn’t need to.  It was the nights he had a hard time managing.  That’s when the demons chose to rear their ugly heads.  But today he might have to make an exception.
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      Poppy followed Emma Kavanagh across the hall to her apartment and waited as she unlocked the door for her.  “Thank you so much,” she blurted as she grabbed her robe, stepped inside and hid behind the door.  She gingerly took off Emma’s gray wool coat and slipped her robe back on.  How embarrassing.  She still couldn’t believe all that had happened this morning and it was only a little after nine.

      “Not a problem.”  Emma smiled brightly at her.  The woman wasn’t judging and didn’t even ask her how she’d ended up naked and inside Ethan Wolff’s apartment.

      “You know,” Poppy said, handing Emma her coat, “I hate to complain.  But the guy across the hall should be evicted.”

      Emma’s green eyes widened as her eyebrows shot up beneath her blond bangs.  “Uh, oh.  What did Ethan do?”

      “For one thing, he’s been stealing my newspaper in the mornings.  Secondly, he constantly has women parading in and out of his apartment at all hours of the morning.  And, well, I . . . I don’t like him.”

      “I see,” Emma said, chewing at her bottom lip.  She shifted her weight from one side to the other as she appeared to be thinking.  “I’ll speak to my husband about Ethan’s behavior, but I don’t think Rowan will be willing to evict his own brother.”

      “His brother?  But they don’t even have the same last name.”  Although, come to think of it, the men did resemble one another.  Quite a bit, in fact.  Why hadn’t she noticed this before?  Maybe because she tried to avoid her neighbor when she saw him.  Both Ethan and his brother had dark hair and dark eyes, lots of muscles and were tall.  Ethan was at least six-three or four.  She knew this because her brother was six-three and the man appeared to be about the same height as Victor, if not a little taller.

      “Same mothers, different fathers,” Emma explained.  “But I will let Rowan know of your complaints.”

      “That’s okay.  Don’t bother.  I didn’t know the paper snatcher was your brother-in-law.”

      Emma frowned.  “Still, Ethan should be considerate of his neighbors.  I just don’t understand him sometimes.”

      “No, please.  It’s not necessary to say anything.  I’m just having a bad morning.  First my fiancé and I had a little disagreement and then my robe tie got caught in the door as I was catching your brother-in-law stealing my newspaper.”  She waved a hand and gave her a sheepish smile.  “Let’s just say I’ve had better days.”

      “Anything I can do?”

      “No, but thank you.  I’ll be fine.”  My world was just turned upside down, is all.  She would cry about it, once she was alone.

      “Okay.  I’ll check in on you later and bring the new lease with me.”

      “New lease?  What new lease?”

      Emma blinked at her and twirled a piece of shoulder-length hair between her fingers.  “Mr. Longnecker called two weeks ago and asked to be taken off the lease.  He said he would have you stop by to sign the new one.  Of course, since he paid the rent through the expiration date, I assumed you weren’t in any hurry.”

      Poppy’s stomach lurched.  “Wait a minute.  Bradley called you two weeks ago to say he wanted to transfer the lease to my name only?”  And he had been sleeping with her all this time knowing full well he was going to dump her?  That dick weed!

      “I assumed you knew.  I mean, he said the wedding was off.  I canceled the Whitaker room that you reserved for your reception and applied part of the deposit to the rent and gave him a check for the balance.”  Hearing Poppy gasp, she added, “Don’t worry.  I was able to book the room immediately since it was for Valentine’s Day.  I had a waiting list a mile long of brides and grooms wanting to use it.  So we didn’t even need to keep the normal five-hundred-dollar cancellation fee.”

      Poppy was fuming inside.  “I was the one who paid the deposit.”  Ten thousand dollars, because Snow n’ Boat was also handling the catering for the reception as well.  No wonder Bradley had paid the rent through May.  He’d used her deposit money to do so.  Plus he’d walked away with four thousand dollars in change.  Four thousand dollars that belonged to her.  Damn him.

      “I’m sorry.  We don’t keep a record of who paid what, only that the deposit was paid.”

      When Poppy didn’t answer, Emma apologized again.

      “Don’t worry.  I’ll get the money from that little weasel.”  If she had to choke him to do so.  She put on a phony smile.  “In the meantime I would appreciate your complete discretion.  These things sometimes work themselves out.”  At least that was what she had been telling herself the past thirty minutes or so.

      “Of course, Ms. Serafini.”

      “It’s Poppy.”

      Emma smiled.  “Of course, Poppy.  I’ll stop by later.  Oh, and in case you’re concerned about Ethan . . . he’s harmless.  He comes across a bit crass at times, but he’s a good guy.  Really.”  Then with a little wave she walked down the hallway and disappeared around the corner.

      Before Poppy could close her door, the door across the hall opened and the paper snatcher poked his head out.  “Hey, I was wondering if you were done with your newspaper.  If so, I was hoping I could borrow it.”

      Of all the nerve!  What a psycho!  “Go to hell!”  Then she slammed her door shut.  Surely her day was going to get better, because it sure as hell couldn’t get any worse.

      Poppy spent the day working on her blog and her book but she wasn’t getting anywhere.  She couldn’t concentrate.  Not while knowing her beautiful
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