
  
    [image: Mack the Wife]
  



    
        
          Mack the Wife

        

        
        
          The Crystal Lake series, Volume 1

        

        
        
          DEBBY CONRAD

        

        
          Published by DEBBY CONRAD, 2015.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MACK THE WIFE

    

    
      First edition. January 2, 2015.

      Copyright © 2015 DEBBY CONRAD.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1507076286

    

    
    
      Written by DEBBY CONRAD.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For the bitches – Patty Esper, Barbara Esper, Mary Fiorenzo and Susie Esper.  You know why you got that nickname and you know why you’re my friends.  Going on 30 thirty years and I still love you!

      

    


  
    
      Mack the Wife

      Book 1 in the Overbearing Billionaires series

    

    
      
        Debby Conrad

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          About Mack the Wife

        

        
          Dedication

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          
            Excerpt: Aidan’s Way

          

          
            
              Chapter 1

            

          

        

      

      
        
          Also by Debby Conrad

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Mack the Wife

          

        

      

    

    
      Mackenzie O’Brien believes the only way her overprotective brothers will stay out of her life and find loves of their own is if she is married and settled. When an old love returns to town, Mackenzie is anxious to see if she and Grady Sullivan can pick up where they left off.

      

      Grady tries to fight his attraction to Mackenzie. He wants nothing to do with the spoiled little rich girl who broke his heart years ago or her ridiculous marriage scheme. He’s a cop, living on a cop’s salary and she is way out of his league. And besides, her brothers hate him.

      

      But Mackenzie won’t take no for an answer—until Grady suspects one or more of her brothers may be guilty of murder. Then she has no choice but to reconsider her plans. Because when it comes to family, the O’Briens stick together, even if it means giving up on love.

      [image: ]

      Want to know when I release a new book?  Signup for my newsletter.
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          Mackenzie:  Daughter of wise leader

        

      

    

    
      Mackenzie O’Brien, known to her family and friends as Mack, raised her hands in the air and rotated her hips as she bumped and grinded to a Lady Gaga song the DJ had chosen.  She lifted her hair from her neck and shoulders in an effort to cool herself.  Although no matter how sweaty hot she was at the moment, she refused to stop dancing.  She hadn’t had this much fun in ages.  Maybe because her brothers weren’t around and breathing down her neck.

      She smiled at her friends on the dance floor as she sang along with the lyrics.  She noticed a man at the bar raise his beer, as if to toast her, but she ignored him.  They were not here to pick up guys.  Not that she had ever picked up a guy in a bar.  But tonight was all about their good friend Kendall who was getting married in a few weeks.

      “I love bachelorette parties,” she yelled above the music.  Ivy, Kendall’s maid of honor, gave her a thumbs-up and a nod as she danced over to Kendall who was wearing a bridal veil over her blonde curls.  A necklace made out of glow-in-the-dark plastic penises hung from the bride-to-be’s neck.

      They’d all had a little too much to drink, including Willow and Brooklyn who were now slow dancing with each other and giggling, in spite of the upbeat tempo.  Good thing they had gotten a limo to drive their drunken asses around that evening.  This was the fourth bar at which they’d stopped that night.

      “Mack, do you want to cut in?” Willow shouted.

      “No thanks!” Mackenzie answered as she kept in time with the music, her skirt flouncing about.  The man who had raised his beer a few moments ago continued to watch her, now lifting his brows and licking his top lip in a seductive way.  Gross.  He was making her uncomfortable.  So, Mackenzie waltzed over to Kendall and Ivy and turned her back to the bar.  She was certain he could still see her but at least she wouldn’t have to look at him any longer.

      Not that he was bad looking.  Dark blond hair and lots of muscle, but then again after the four martinis she’d drank, all a different flavor, one at each bar, he could look like a Neanderthal and she probably wouldn’t know the difference.  The white grape martini had been her favorite and she was thinking about ordering another one when a large hairy arm came around her waist and pulled her up against his body.

      Mackenzie jerked her head to the side to see the man from the bar wrapped around her, his warm beer breath against her neck.  She tried to pull away, just then noticing the tattoo of a snake on his forearm, but he only pulled her more tightly and gyrated against her butt.  “Ohmigod,” she mouthed to Ivy, her eyes wide with alarm.

      Ivy smoothed her black chin-length hair away from her face and gasped.

      “Hey, buddy, do you want to back off?” Mackenzie said, trying to get away again, stumbling in her heels.  He really had a hold on her or maybe she was just too drunk to fight him off.

      “Your friends are hot,” he said.  “I love watching lesbians dance together.  But they’re not as hot as you, sweet cakes.  Thanks for turning around so I could see that nice ass of yours.”

      “My friends aren’t lesbians,” she hissed, trying to elbow him in the ribs.  But he was too close for her to do any damage.

      And then he started humping her.

      “Get your hands off me, asshole!” she said just as Ivy charged forward, one of her shoes in her hand.  She started beating the man’s arms with the four-inch heel, sometimes missing her target and hitting Mackenzie’s arms and hands instead.  Damn, did that hurt.

      The man behind her yelled and let Mackenzie go, but apparently not because Ivy had beaten him off with the heel of her shoe.  Mackenzie’s eyes widened as she spun around and saw two of her brothers, Connor and Hunter, had come to her rescue.  They both wore ball caps on their heads.  Probably so she wouldn’t recognize them in the bar.  Connor, who was six-three and all lean muscle, held beer breath man off the floor while Hunter, who was an inch or so shorter than Connor, pummeled him in the gut, not once, but several times.

      The music stopped.  “Fight!” someone yelled and everything got chaotic.  Some cheered them on, some screamed with fear as they ran for safety.  Cell phones were out while a few people took photos and others video-taped the scene.

      “Hunter, stop!” Mackenzie screamed.  “Connor, put the man down!”

      Hunter’s face was a mask of fury beneath the cap.  His chest heaved up and down as Connor dropped the man to the floor.  Beer breath man landed on his ass and stared up at them, moaning as he held his stomach before doubling over.  Mackenzie felt a little sorry for him, but she was too angry with her brothers to worry about some loser who deserved a punch in the gut.

      “You followed me?  You’ve been spying on me all night?”

      They both nodded.

      “I can’t believe it!  I am twenty-six years old and can take care of myself.  When are you guys going to back off?”  The crowd grew larger now that the fight was over.  They all seemed to be interested in what she had to say.  Even her friends scooted closer, their attention mainly focused on her handsome brothers.

      Connor spoke up.  “Don’t be mad, Mack.  We weren’t trying to spoil your fun.  If that guy hadn’t tried to molest you we would have stayed in the shadows like we had at the first three bars.  And you would have never known we were there.”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Mackenzie said.  “This was Aidan’s idea, wasn’t it?”

      Hunter nodded.  “Aidan insisted we keep an eye on you tonight.”  Aidan was her oldest brother.  Connor was second oldest, Hunter third.  But Owen, who was her favorite brother and her twin, was the one who understood her the most.  He was way more lenient than the older three.

      “Aidan is never going to allow me to have any fun, is he?  I may as well move to another country, another planet, only no matter where I chose to live he’d probably send one of you to follow me.  Ugh!” she screamed and almost fell again.  She was a little woozy and should probably sit down.  But just as she started back to their table the door to Bottoms Up opened and in walked two Crystal Lake cops.  One was a tall female with super short blonde hair and the other was a tall dark haired man with amazing green eyes.  They were dressed in black uniforms.

      The male cop looked familiar and as he came closer she recognized him in spite of her drunkenness.  Grady Sullivan.  The boy, or man rather, to whom she had lost her virginity eight years ago.  He was no longer the skinny kid she once knew.  He had filled out quite nicely, with broad shoulders and hard lean muscle.  His eyes narrowed in disbelief as he zoomed in on her, but he didn’t say anything.

      She knew he’d recognized her.  Yes, she had aged in the last eight years, but no drastic changes to her face or body.

      Her heart raced, and a shiver ran up her spine, as they stared at one another before he jerked his gaze away.  “Let’s break it up, folks,” he said all serious like.

      Oooh, so manly and authoritative.  She’d never seen this Grady.  Mackenzie giggled and blinked, while trying to keep her balance.  The room was suddenly spinning.

      She was confused.  When had Grady become a cop?  And when had he come back to Crystal Lake?  She hadn’t seen him since the summer they had graduated from high school, since the one-year anniversary of her parents’ deaths, the night Aidan had caught them, literally, with their pants down.  How embarrassing.  What had potential to be the best night of her life had turned into one of the worst nights she’d ever had.

      The crowd thinned to allow the cops to get through.  Grady glared at Hunter then Connor.  “What the hell happened here?” Grady asked them.

      “This asshole,” Hunter said, pointing to beer breath man who was still doubled over on the floor, “attacked Mack.”

      “I just asked the lady if she wanted to dance,” the man on the floor said, “and then those two guys started beating on me.”

      Grady looked at Mackenzie for confirmation but her tongue had grown thick and she couldn’t speak.  She didn’t feel well all of a sudden.

      “He was humping her!” Ivy shouted, stepping forward, and Mackenzie saw Grady’s eyes go dark and his face turn to a glowering mask of rage.

      He kicked at the man on the floor.  “Get up!” he shouted.

      “I swear, Officer, I didn’t do anything wrong.  You need to arrest those two.”  He pointed to her brothers as he scrambled to his feet, still holding his midsection.  “I think I have a broken rib.  Besides, that little slut was teasing me, shaking her ass at me.”

      Hunter’s face hardened and he lunged forward, but Connor caught him from behind and held him back.

      “Back off!” Grady shouted at Hunter and Connor.  Eventually they both took a step back.

      Oooh, how exciting!  Someone was telling her brothers what to do and they had actually listened.

      The female cop used the opportunity to wedge her way between her brothers and beer breath man.  She was much younger up close than Mackenzie had assumed.  Possibly in her thirties.  But she looked a little rough around the edges with sad blue eyes and leathery skin.  “Sir,” she said to the man, “if you want to press charges you can come with us down to the station.”

      Press charges?  For what?  Although Hunter shouldn’t have hit him quite so many times.

      Ivy, Brooklyn, Kendall and Willow came to champion around her.  “Honey, are you okay?” Kendall asked, looping her arm through Mackenzie’s.  “You don’t look so well.”

      Mackenzie shook her head because she still couldn’t talk.  She watched silently as the female cop asked the man for an I.D.

      “Glenn Gorman,” she read and handed the driver’s license back to him.

      Weren’t they going to arrest the man? Mackenzie wondered.

      “Mackenzie,” Grady said, finally addressing her, “do you have anything to add?”

      She opened her mouth, tried to get her tongue to work.

      Grady stepped closer.  “I’m sorry.  I can’t hear you with all this noise.”

      She opened her mouth again and threw up on Grady’s shoes.

      Grady jumped backward.  “What the hell, Mackenzie?”
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      Disgusted, Grady stared down at his shoes.  Since moving back to Crystal Lake, Pennsylvania three weeks ago, he’d thought about what it would be like the first time he ran into Mackenzie O’Brien.  But having her vomit on his shoes had never been part of his thoughts.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, obviously embarrassed.

      Her friends dabbed at her mouth with paper napkins, smoothed her long flowing auburn hair away from her face and coddled her.

      “Poor thing,” one of them said.

      “She’s going to have a doozy of a hangover tomorrow,” another said.

      No kidding.  Grady wrenched his head toward Mackenzie’s brothers who were staring at their sister, who still had chunks of vomit in her hair, like she was a leper.  “Get her out of here,” he ordered.

      Hunter and Connor moved toward her, each taking an elbow, and led her away.  But before they got her to the door Mackenzie dug in her heels, causing them to stop walking.  She twisted her head around.  “Bye, Grady,” she said in singsong fashion and a loopy smile.

      Grady noticed Hunter had rolled his eyes before the two men dragged her out the door.  Her brothers had never approved of him.  He wasn’t good enough for their sister who was worth millions by now, possibly billions for all he knew.

      The O’Briens had made a fortune after selling the airline their parents had owned before they’d died in a car accident while vacationing in Germany.  A man traveling at a ridiculously high speed on the autobahn had lost control of his vehicle, spun around and hit Dylan and Cassidy O’Brien head on.  A few years ago, he’d read the airline was sold for a cool $7.8 billion dollars.

      Yep, Mackenzie O’Brien was definitely out of his league.

      [image: ]

      Mackenzie still couldn’t believe what had happened last night.  She climbed out of bed and headed toward the bathroom that adjoined her bedroom.  Assessing her looks in the mirror she almost threw up again.  She looked horrible.  Black mascara was smeared beneath her eyes and had stained her cheekbones.  Her hair was a tangled mess and smelled like puke.  Gross.  She lifted an arm, smelled her pit and whistled.  She badly needed a shower and coffee.  Actually she needed the coffee more, but she couldn’t let anyone see her like this.  Not even her brothers.  She would not go downstairs until she was presentable.

      After Hunter and Connor had dragged her away from the bar last night she’d had to endure their lecture on the drive home and then another one from Aidan the minute they walked in the door.  She’d tried to explain that what had happened wasn’t her fault, but he wouldn’t listen.  He’d gone over the reasons why you shouldn’t get drunk and the horrible things that happen when you behave irresponsibly.  Mackenzie knew he was referring to the night of David Hamilton’s graduation party.

      She stepped under the hot spray of the shower, allowing the water and steam to wake her, cleanse her.  Closing her eyes, she tilted her head back to wash the stench from her hair.

      She’d never in a million years thought she would see Grady Sullivan again and then there he was last night.  He’d barely spoken to her.  Surely he wasn’t still mad at her after all these years, was he?  They’d been kids.  Had run into each other at a mutual friend’s high school graduation party.  Mackenzie had been sad, mourning the loss of her mom and dad.  Her parents had died a year ago that same day.

      She’d known better than to accept the spiked punch someone had offered, but it seemed to have taken the edge off some so she’d had a second cup then a third.

      “Whoa!” Grady said, walking toward her as she was gulping it down.  “Easy, Mackenzie.”

      “Are you my babysitter tonight?” she asked, annoyed that he seemed to be judging her.  “Because I already have four brothers who take that job pretty seriously.”  Although she and her twin brother Owen had come to the party together, he was busy talking to a flirty blonde over by the pool.  If Aidan found out Owen had turned his back on her for even a minute, he would tear into him and it wouldn’t be pretty.  Poor Owen.

      “Yes, I’ve noticed you’re not allowed to go anywhere without one of them at your side.”

      “Well, now that I’m eighteen I can do whatever I want.  And if I feel like getting drunk tonight, no one is going to stop me, not even you.”  She lifted her chin, set her jaw firmly while trying not to cry as the tortured pain within kept building.

      She’d rarely spoken to Grady Sullivan at school.  They ran in different circles.  It was odd he was at David Hamilton’s party tonight.  Crystal Lake was home to some of the wealthiest families around, the O’Briens and Hamiltons included.  Grady’s family was poor, or at least that was the word.  His father had run off when he was just a baby.  His mother had gotten sick and died when he was in grade school.  Cancer, Mackenzie had heard.  And he now lived with his aunt above the hardware store she managed and where he also worked.

      Not that she was keeping tabs on him.  Okay, so maybe she had been keeping tabs on him.  She sort of had a crush, but hadn’t told anyone.  He was hot, had dark hair and sparkling emerald green eyes, nice straight teeth.  A little thin, but again he was hot.

      She’d worked up the courage to ask him to prom last month, but he’d turned her down flat, first saying he had to work then admitting he didn’t think it was a good idea to get involved with her.  She knew it had to do with his pride.  He probably felt beneath her and that made her feel like a snob.  But it wasn’t her fault her family had money.

      “Were you thinking about your parents tonight?” he asked.

      “No!”  She was not about to discuss her feelings with Grady.  She barely knew him.  Besides, it was none of his business.  “Do you want to take a walk?” she asked.

      His eyes grew large.  He looked over his shoulder then back at her.  “What about your brother?”

      “Owen isn’t as bad as the others.  He lets me off my leash once in a while.”  She grinned.  “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of him.”

      “No, I’m not afraid of him.  I just don’t want to get you in any trouble.”

      “I told you I’m eighteen now and can do what I want.  I’m going to be heading off to college in the fall.  My brothers can hardly watch me there.”  Although Aidan had already decided Owen would be going off to school with her, she wasn’t about to share that information with Grady.  Mackenzie had tried to fight her oldest brother but in the end, Aidan always seemed to get his way.  Ever since he took over as head of the household a year ago he would not back down once his mind was made up.

      “Where are you going to school?” he asked.

      “Penn State.  How about you?  Where are you headed?”

      “The Marine Corp.  I leave next week.”

      “Oh.  Wow!  That’s great,” she said even though she didn’t think it was great at all.  He could get shot at, die maybe.  She started walking away from the party, in the direction of the lake.  “Are you coming?”

      Grady hurried to catch up to her.

      The punch was starting to kick in.  Her legs and arms felt relaxed and a little tingly.  Her hair ruffled in the night breeze, and she pushed it away from her face as she walked.  She found a little spot near some trees with a view of the lake, but out of sight from anyone who might decide to come along.

      The hum of frogs and crickets filled the silence around them and in the distance she heard the muffled beat of the party music.

      She still couldn’t believe her parents had been gone a whole year.  A tear ran down her cheek and she swiped at it before Grady might notice.

      Too late.  “Mackenzie, you can talk to me,” he said.

      “I don’t want to talk.”  She stared up at him then.  “Kiss me,” she said.

      Again, Grady peered over his shoulder before looking back at her.  “That’s probably not a good idea.  You’re drunk.”

      “I’m not drunk,” she said although she was on her way.  “Consider it a going away present since you’re going off to fight soon.”

      He took a step toward her, touched her face, wiped a tear and ran a finger along her neck.  “A going away present?”

      She tried to force back the tears, refused to look him in the eye.  “Yes.  Is it not enough?  Do you want to have sex too?”

      “Do I want to have sex?” he asked, not bothering to hide his surprise.

      “Yes.  I don’t have all night,” she said, slipping her panties off from beneath her skirt and tossing them to the ground.  She had to hurry.  Owen would soon notice her missing.

      Grady stared at her like she was crazy.  Was she doing the right thing?  Right now, she didn’t care.  She just wanted to be held and forget her pain.  Of all her friends with whom she’d graduated, she was the only virgin among them.  Her girlfriends teased her about it, saying how wonderful it was to have sex and that she didn’t know what she was missing.  So now she was about to find out.

      “And here I thought you were a virgin,” he said, licking his lips.

      She waved a hand.  “A virgin?”  She let out an amused laugh.  “I’ve done it a dozen times or more with a dozen different guys.”  Why wouldn’t he kiss her, hold her, make her pain go away?

      “Mackenzie,” he whispered.  “I don’t think . . .”

      And then she grabbed his face and pulled him down for a kiss.  That was all it took.  They were soon a tangle of arms and legs, his hands under her skirt, teasing her between her legs.  She tried not to look as he lowered his jeans and sheathed himself with a condom.   He sat on the ground, pulled her down atop his lap and plunged inside her.

      She gasped at the onslaught of shock and pain.

      “What the hell, Mackenzie!  You said . . .”

      Embarrassed by her lie, she kissed him again as she began moving on top of him.  Soon they created a beautiful rhythm together.  The pressure was building.  She needed and wanted more and she knew something was about to happen inside her when someone shouted, “Get your fucking hands off my sister!”

      Ohmigod!  Aidan.

      She rolled off Grady, fumbling to find her panties which were somewhere in the grass.  In the end, she scrambled to her feet instead, arranging her skirt.

      Aidan drove his fist into Grady’s handsome and startled face.  Grady fell backward and didn’t even try to fight him back.  He just lay on his side, staring at her from the corner of his eye.

      “Don’t you ever fucking touch her again,” Aidan yelled.

      Mackenzie stumbled as she reached for her brother’s arm.  “Aidan, please don’t.”

      He reeled on her.  “You’re drunk!”  And then he glared down at Grady.  Grady with his bare ass exposed.  “You took advantage of my sister when she was drunk?  You’re not good enough for her to wipe with.  You lowlife scumbag piece of shit!”

      Several kids from the party were heading toward them, pointing.  Her face flushed with embarrassment and shame.

      “Go get in the car,” Aidan said to her.

      Mackenzie glanced once more at Grady and then she ran up the bank away from the man to whom she had just lost her virginity.  The man who had tried to make her feel special and forget her pain.  The man she hadn’t bothered to defend to her brother.
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      After her shower, Mackenzie poured her coffee in a to-go cup and went in search of her brothers.  She heard the shouting and yelling coming from the back of the house, in the theatre room.

      “Get up!”  Connor yelled.

      “Stay down!” Aidan shouted.

      “One, two, three,” Owen counted along with the referee.

      They were watching a fight.  Had probably taped it last night because there weren’t any fights on television on Saturday mornings.  Or at least she didn’t think so.  Her brothers were all sports enthusiasts.  It didn’t matter which sport, they watched them all.  Tennis, golf, football, hockey, you name it.

      “Hi, guys,” Mackenzie said, trying to get their attention.  Hunter spared her a glance, gave her a nod then went back to watching the fight.  Hadn’t they ever heard of the pause button?

      “I’m heading out to run some errands,” she said and got no response.  “I’ll stop at the bakery and get some of those yummy cinnamon rolls you guys love.”

      “No!” Hunter yelled at the television, ignoring her.

      She knew how to get their attention.  “I’m planning to get married soon so maybe I’ll shop for a wedding gown while I’m out.”  Still nothing from them.  She sighed and left the room.

      In the car, she started thinking about her brothers and the way they controlled her life, watched over her, spied on her.  She couldn’t believe none of them had insisted on going with her to run errands.  She barely got a moment to herself without at least one of them tagging along.

      She suddenly felt liberated, decided to put the top down on the red Mercedes coupe.  Pushing her sunglasses on her face, she drove down the winding lane that led from her house and pulled onto the road.

      She had to laugh.  None of her brothers had even heard her say she was planning to get married soon.  But suddenly a thought came to her.  If she were to get married, her brothers would no longer feel the need to babysit her, or suffocate her was more like it.  If she were married perhaps they would think about getting married and settling down as well.

      Is that why none of them had anyone special in their lives at the moment?  Because they didn’t have time to focus on their own lives because they had been too busy trying to run hers?

      “Ohmigod!” she said into the wind.  “That’s it!”  If she got married then surely they would all take wives.  The idea sounded like freedom to her.  She would finally be a grown up, an adult, with a husband to care for, maybe a few children to raise.  It sounded awesome!  And then she frowned.

      How the heck was she supposed to get married when her brothers had managed to chase off any potentials she’d met over the years?  And they certainly weren’t going to back off just because she was twenty-six, or forty-six, or even sixty-six.  She sighed.  It didn’t matter who she ultimately chose to be her husband, her brothers would manage to sabotage the relationship one way or another.

      She swore under her breath.  It would take a strong man, a confident man, to stand up to her brothers.  The way Grady Sullivan had ordered Connor and Hunter around last night.  And then suddenly she had a vision.
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      “Where did Mack go?” Aidan asked, lowering the volume on the TV.

      Owen and Connor shrugged and they all looked at Hunter.

      “I think she said something about cinnamon rolls and looking at wedding gowns.”

      The brothers exchanged glances, confused.  “Wedding gowns?” Aidan asked.

      “Yes,” Hunter said.  “She also said something about getting married soon.”

      Owen and Connor laughed, but Aidan sat up in his seat, letting the words sink in.  Married?  To who?  Then he laughed too.  “Good one, Hunter.”  He gave his brother a high five then raised the volume with the remote and settled back in his seat, chuckling.
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      “Move over,” Grady said, giving his bed partner, who was hogging the space, a shove.  But the black lab simply made a grunting sound and ignored him.  Knowing it was useless trying to get the dog to move, Grady sat up instead.

      He glared at Lucky.  “You smell.  Don’t you know it’s rude to fart in someone’s bed?”  The dog grunted again.  Apparently he didn’t give a rat’s ass if he smelled.  Lucky liked smelly things.  “And what’s wrong with your bed?  Why can’t you sleep there?”

      Grady glanced at the thick, cushioned dog bed on the floor.  It looked comfy enough.  Lucky used to sleep in his own bed, until they’d moved into the apartment above the hardware store three weeks ago.  The apartment he used to live in with his aunt as a kid.

      Maybe Lucky was scared in his new environment.  Although Grady doubted it.  Lucky always had some ulterior motive to get his own way with his master.  It was his own fault.  He’d spoiled the dog.  He was a rescue lab and there was no telling what kind of horrible life the poor guy had been subjected to before he’d come to live with Grady two years ago.  All he had to do was look at Grady with those big black eyes and he would cave.  Another dog treat?  Sure, boy.  Another walk?  Let me get the leash.  You want to sleep in my bed?  Sure, why not?

      Pushing to his feet, Grady stretched and yawned.  It had been a late night.  Following his master’s lead, Lucky stretched out in the bed, then spreading his legs wide, he maneuvered his head to lick his balls.

      “That’s disgusting,” Grady mumbled then padded out to the kitchen and started the coffee.  He was about to head to the bathroom when he heard a knock on the door.  Who the hell would be here at nine on a Saturday morning?

      He peeked through the flimsy curtain that hung on the door and caught a glimpse of Mackenzie O’Brien.  Shit!  What the hell did she want?  And how had she known where to find him?

      He opened the door, hanging back a little since he was only wearing boxers.  He didn’t say anything, just stared at her.  She looked like a million bucks.  Designer sunglasses sat on the bridge of her nose.  A classy orange linen dress showed off her curves and ended way above her knees.  An expensive looking bag and matching three-inch heels completed her look.

      “Can I come in?” she asked.

      “For what reason?”

      “I wanted to apologize.  For last night.”

      “No problem.  Apology accepted.”  He started to close the door, but she placed her hand on it.  He sighed.  “Mackenzie, I’m sort of busy at the moment.”

      “Oh,” she said, and then, “Oh, I get it.  You have a . . . guest.”

      He thought about telling her yes he had a guest, but in the end he didn’t want to lie.  “What do you want?” he said instead.

      “I just wanted to tell you how sorry I was for . . . ruining your shoes last night.”

      “Which you already said.  Anything else?”

      She ran her tongue over her lips.  “No.  Sorry to have bothered you.”  She turned and started down the metal staircase then spun back around.  Pushing her sunglasses to the top of her head, she blinked up at him, her big brown eyes raking over his bare chest.  “You’re still mad at me, aren’t you?”

      He ran a hand over his beard stubble.  “I said apology accepted.  It was just a pair of shoes.  I’ll get over it.”

      She came back up to the landing, her heels clinking against the metal stairs.  “Not about the shoes.  You’re still mad at me over what happened that night.  Eight years ago.”  The wind kicked up, blowing her hair in her face.  She pushed it behind her shoulders, exposing her slender neck.

      “You’re not going to answer?” she asked.

      “I’m sorry, what?” he said, trying to focus on her face.

      “Never mind.  You obviously want to get back to your date or girlfriend.  I’ll just . . .”  She lifted her eyes then smiled sadly.  “Goodbye, Grady.”

      Lucky chose that moment to be curious.  He stuck his cold nose on Grady’s bare thigh and tried to nudge his master out of the way so he could get a look at who was standing outside the door.  Grady nearly lost his balance, trying to make room for the big dog.

      Mackenzie’s mood suddenly brightened.  “Hello, there.  Who are you?” she practically sang as she bent slightly and reached forward to pet Lucky on the head.  The scooped neckline of her dress offered a nice view of her cleavage with the move.

      Grady cleared his throat.  “This is Lucky.”

      “He’s beautiful,” she said.  “Aren’t you, boy?”  She bent over even further and let Lucky lick her on the face and lips.

      Grady scrunched his face.  “You wouldn’t be doing that if you had seen where his tongue was a few minutes ago,” Grady warned.  He probably shouldn’t tell her the dog had been licking his balls or there might be a chance she’d toss her cookies and he wasn’t in the mood to witness a scene like that again.

      “They say dogs have cleaner mouths than humans,” Mackenzie said, straightening.  Gone was the cleavage view.

      He had to disagree with her.  He’d much rather kiss her mouth than Lucky’s any day.  But he wasn’t about to say that.  He waited for her to say goodbye again and when she didn’t he said, “I just made coffee, if you want some.”

      Why had he said that?  Why hadn’t he just let her walk off into the sunshine?

      She blinked at him, surprised by his invitation.  “What about your . . .?”

      “It’s just Lucky and me.”

      “Oh.”  She appeared to be thinking about his offer.  “Coffee sounds good.”

      He opened the door and let her pass.  She eyed him up and down without saying anything.  He wondered if she was thinking about the night she had lost her virginity to him.  He certainly was.  And if he didn’t excuse himself soon, she would know he was thinking about it too.

      “Let me grab a shower and brush my teeth.  Have a seat,” he said, nodding to the Formica table before leaving the room.

      It was the fastest shower he’d ever taken.  He hadn’t bothered to shave.  When he returned to the kitchen, dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, he saw Mackenzie perched upright on the vinyl padded chair, her elbow resting on the table as she toyed with the plastic air freshener sitting in the center.  Her shapely sexy legs were crossed.  Her sunglasses were no longer on her head.  She’d probably dumped them in her bag which was hanging on the back of the chair.

      She was movie star gorgeous and totally out of her element in his apartment.  She didn’t belong here.  She and her brothers lived in a huge home on Crystal Lake that was probably worth millions.

      Grady reached in the cupboard, grabbed two mugs.  One had a chip in it.  “Cream or sugar?”

      “Black is fine.”

      It was exactly how he drank his.  He poured the hot liquid, filled the mugs and
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