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Four romantically minded high school girls, besties forever, vow to find one another husbands in the laughably unlikely event any of them are unmarried at age thirty. They’re not laughing twelve years later when the Wedding Ring pact kicks in for the four single pals! Each girl—Raven, Charli, Sunny, and Amanda—gets her own story in this feel-good romantic comedy series.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Book 1: Love's Funny That Way
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The Prospective Bride: Raven Muldoon, hypnotherapist by day and aspiring stand-up comic by night. She realizes her matchmaking friends have made a grave mistake—and that’s no joke.



The Prospective Groom: Brent Radley, a blind date who appears to be perfect husband material... until Raven meets his sexy-as-sin younger brother, Hunter, owner of the local comedy club. Did her pals pick the wrong brother?



The Hitch: Hunter is no choirboy, but not even he would steal his brother’s girlfriend, no matter how tempted he might be. But how committed is Raven to Brent, and he to her?


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Book 2: I Do, But Here's the Catch
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The Prospective Bride: Carlotta “Charli” Rossi, last of a dying breed: the thirty-year-old virgin. It’s love at first sight when her matchmaking friends set her up on a blind date with Grant—but does he feel the same way about her?



The Prospective Groom: Grant Sterling, a handsome, rich, worldly lawyer, always in control. This confirmed bachelor’s only goal is to make partner at his stuffy law firm, and for that he requires a mousy, undemanding wife who doesn’t turn him on.



The Hitch: Charli is thrilled to become Mrs. Grant Sterling, but maybe she should have paid closer attention to the details before the wedding! Grant thinks he’s planned the perfect marriage of convenience, devoid of messy complications like sex and commitment. Good thing perfect plans never go wrong, huh?
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Book 3: One Eager Bride to Go
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The Prospective Bride: Sunny Bleecker, who’s been waiting tables at Wafflemania for twelve years... and waiting just as long for her knight in shining armor to come rescue her. She can’t wait for her matchmaking friends to find him!



The Prospective Groom: Kirk Larsen, who’s a college professor, a widowed single dad, and Sunny’s high school sweetheart. Between teaching and raising a toddler, Kirk isn’t looking for romance, but his unexpected reunion with Sunny feels so perfect.



The Hitch: Sunny is dubious when her blind date turns out to be her old boyfriend, but her doubts quickly evaporate. Soon she’s walking on air, dreaming of a white picket fence and a passel of kids... until a devastating secret threatens their second chance at happiness.
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Book 4: Fiancé for Hire
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The Prospective Bride: Amanda Coppersmith, successful at everything except marriage. Been there, done that—twice! No way is she going to let her matchmaking pals fix her up with another husband. She’s determined to remain single, which means outwitting her well-meaning friends.



The Prospective Groom: Nick Stephanos, studly New York taxi driver and the perfect choice for fake fiancé.



The Hitch: Nick is willing to play along, and the meddling matchmakers are completely taken in. So how did a simple fake engagement become so darn complicated?
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LOVE’S FUNNY THAT WAY


Book One of the Wedding Ring series
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Jones Beach, Long Island, twelve years ago
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“CHECK OUT THE buns on that one.” Amanda Coppersmith elbowed the dark-haired girl lying next to her on the tattered chenille bedspread that served as a beach blanket. “He’s looking at you, Charli. Smile at him. Go ahead.”

“Amanda, will you stop? He’ll hear you!” Blushing through her deep summer tan, Charli Rossi dared a quick peek at the young man playing Frisbee several yards away.

On Amanda’s other side, Sunny Bleecker rolled onto her stomach. She pillowed her head on her arm and pushed short auburn curls off her face. “Stop teasing her, Amanda. If you think that guy’s so hot, go after him yourself.” She grinned. “If you have the nerve.”

“Is that a challenge?”

“I dare you.”

“I double dare you,” Raven Muldoon seconded, trotting up from the ocean, dripping wet. She dropped onto the blanket and butted Sunny with her hip. Her three pals scooted over to make room for her. “Who are we daring to do what?”

Charli leaned on an elbow. She whispered, “Sunny dared Amanda to talk to that cute guy.”

Raven sat up and looked around. “Which cute guy?”

“Don’t look!” Charli flipped onto her stomach and buried her face in her folded arms.

“The one in the neon-green trunks,” Amanda said, pointing.

“Nice buns.” Raven pulled aside the shoulder strap of her multicolored, racer-style swimsuit to check her tan lines. “I bet he’s in college. Looks about twenty.”

“An older man.” A speculative gleam came into Amanda’s eye. She tugged at her white bikini for the most alluring effect. “Maybe I will talk to him.”

“Yeah, right.” Raven reached into the cooler next to her for a cold can of diet cola. “You’re almost as shy as Charli. You just talk big.”

“Are there any Oreos left?” Sunny reached past Raven to paw through the tote bag crammed with snacks.

“What about you?” Amanda demanded of Raven. “I don’t see you asking any guys out.”

“I’m not shy.” Raven released her ponytail and squeezed seawater out of her long, honey-colored hair. “Just discriminating.”

“Yeah, that must be why none of us have boyfriends,” Sunny drawled around a mouthful of cookie. “Because we are so very discriminating.”

“What are you talking about?” Charli asked Sunny. “You have Kirk.”

“Had Kirk.”

Charli, Raven, and Amanda exchanged looks of dismay.

Sunny sighed. She plucked another Oreo out of the package and simply stared at it. Her customary joie de vivre seemed to have deserted her. “It’s no big deal. Kirk’s going to Stanford next week. I just started that waitress job at Wafflemania. We knew all along it couldn’t last.”

“But I thought...” Charli bit her lip. “I mean, I thought you really liked him.”

“Sunny’s right to call it quits,” Amanda said, with her usual blunt pragmatism. “She just got a job here on Long Island. Kirk will be spending the next four years in California. Long-distance relationships are hopeless.”

“I’m sorry, Sunny.” Raven squeezed Sunny’s shoulder, reaching out, as always, in empathy and compassion. “I was hoping you two could work something out.”

“It’s no big deal, okay?” Sunny hurled the Oreo onto the white sand and flopped back down onto her stomach. “It’s not like we were that serious. I mean, he didn’t even ask me to go out there with him. I guess he’s looking forward to dating all those college girls.” When no one said anything, she added, “Anyway, I won’t be working at that greasy spoon for long. I won’t have to—it’s a great place to meet guys.”

Amanda said, “And one of these guys is going to sweep you off your feet and you’ll be engaged by Christmas.”

“Hey, it could happen,” Sunny said. “I bet I’ll land a husband faster at Wafflemania than you will going to Cornell.”

“But I don’t want to land a husband,” Amanda said. “I want a career.”

“Why can’t you have both?” Charli asked.

“I’m not against marriage,” Amanda said. “I’m just not fixated on it like Sunny is. We’re young! We just graduated high school. Let’s experience life before we think about settling down.”

Sunny wadded up her T-shirt and shoved it under her head as a makeshift pillow. “I figure I’ll really start experiencing life when I settle down with the right guy and we have a few kids. I want the kind of happiness my folks have. What’s wrong with that?”

No one spoke for several minutes. A seagull swooped down to claim the Oreo. A pair of giggling children ran past, kicking sand onto the blanket. The girls sat up and passed around a tube of sunscreen, anointing their limbs and one another’s backs.

Charli broke the silence. “We should help Sunny.” The other girls looked at her questioningly. “I mean, we’re her best friends, right? Getting married, having kids—it’s what she wants more than anything. We should try to find someone right for her. It’s how my grandma Rossi met my grandpa. Their families put them together, and they’ve been happy for fifty-seven years. Sometimes matchmaking works.”

“Now I’m worried about both of you,” Amanda said, glancing dubiously from Charli to Sunny.

Raven said, “I don’t know, I think Charli has a point. How long have we all known each other?”

“Forever,” Charli said, adjusting her modest one-piece swimsuit for maximum coverage. “Since kindergarten.”

“So that’s what?” Raven said. “Twelve years that we’ve been best friends.”

“The Four Musketeers.” Sunny’s perennial smile was back in place. “That’s what my dad calls us.”

Charli started French-braiding Amanda’s long, straight, pale blond hair. “My grandma Rossi calls us the Club Nuziale.”

“What does that mean?” Amanda asked.

“The Wedding Club.”

“Where’d she get that from?”

“I guess it’s ’cause we’re always talking about boys.”

“And that means we have weddings on the brain?” Amanda rolled her eyes. “That is so old-fashioned.”

“That’s my grandma Rossi,” Charli said, with a fond smile.

Sunny leaned back on her palms. “Old-fashioned doesn’t necessarily mean bad.”

“The Wedding Club,” Raven mused. “I kind of like that.”

“Oh no, not you, too!” Amanda threw her damp towel at Raven.

Raven tossed the towel aside and sat cross-legged, facing the others. “Or how about this? We’re the Wedding Ring.” She waited while her friends groaned at the double entendre, and added, “The thing is, we’ve been best friends forever. We’ve been through a lot together.”

“Even Amanda’s crush on Mr. Richards,” Sunny teased.

“Hey, at least I never had a thing for Jimmy ‘the Missing Link’ de Luca,” Amanda retorted.

The girls groaned even louder, and Sunny hollered, “I was twelve! I couldn’t take my eyes off that brow ridge! Are you guys ever going to let me live that down?”

“We never told anyone else.” Charli secured Amanda’s French braid with a hair tie. “Our secrets are secret.”

“The point is,” Raven continued, “we’ve always been there for each other, no matter what.”

“And we always will be,” Sunny vowed.

Raven said, “We know we all want to get married someday. Some of us want to get married tomorrow.” She gave Sunny a good-natured shove. “I like what Charli said about helping Sunny. I like to think we’d all pitch in and give that kind of help to any of us that needed it.”

Amanda wrinkled her nose. “What are you talking about? Like playing matchmaker for each other?”

Raven’s eyes lit with excitement. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about.”

“Give me a break,” Amanda said. “We’re not the kind of losers that need help getting dates.”

The instant the words left her tongue, Amanda clamped her lips shut. But it was too late. In the charged silence that followed, no one looked at Charli, now seemingly preoccupied by the tufted pattern of the chenille beach blanket.

With gentle diplomacy, Raven said, “Well, speaking for myself, there are times I can use all the help I can get.”

“Well, speaking for myself,” Sunny stated, “I’m not so desperate that I need someone else picking my husband. Talk to me when I’m twenty.”

“So let’s agree to do that,” Charli said. “When Sunny turns twenty, if she’s not married, not engaged or anything, the rest of us will find her a husband.”

“Uh-uh.” Sunny raised a palm. “This deal has to be for all of us. No way am I going to be singled out.”

“Then it can’t be age twenty,” Amanda said. “I’ll still be in college at twenty. And I’m probably going to graduate school after that.”

“Twenty-five then,” Raven said.

“No good. I need time to establish a career first.” Amanda pulled on the oversize T-shirt that doubled as a beach cover-up. “Make it thirty or count me out.”

Sunny laughed. “Thirty! All right, I’ll help you guys find men when you’re thirty. Maybe my husband and five kids will help.”

Charli asked, “What if the one who’s, you know, being matchmade doesn’t like the guy the others choose for her?”

Raven gave it some thought. “Well... she has to give him a chance. A set period of time that she’s got to keep seeing him, as long as he’s interested.”

“Even if he’s, like, a pig?” Amanda asked.

“We’re not going to set each other up with pigs,” Sunny said. “We have to trust each other—like, even if you don’t think the guy’s anything special to start with, maybe your best friends, who know you better than anyone in the world, know better than you what you need.”

“Or who you need,” Raven added. “So how does three months sound? The one being set up has to go steady with the guy for three months before giving him the old heave-ho.”

The others murmured agreement.

“Do we tell the guy he’s part of a matchmaking thing?” Charli asked, clearly concerned about the technicalities, as if her turning thirty unmarried were a foregone conclusion.

“No way.” Sunny shook her head vigorously. “I’d die of embarrassment. It’s got to be done without him knowing.”

“Why will you die of embarrassment?” Amanda asked with a smirk. “I thought you were going to be the one with the husband and five kids by thirty.”

Sunny made a face at her.

Raven said, “We all have to agree to this pact. So think it over, everyone.” She followed this immediately with, “Okay, time’s up. Deal?”

“Deal,” Charli said.

“I’m in.” Sunny turned to Amanda. “How about it?”

“Oh, what the heck. It oughta be good for a laugh.”

Raven thrust her arm toward the others, initiating the group handclasp that had accompanied every solemn promise they’d made since kindergarten. Her friends followed suit, twining their fingers and holding firm. “The Wedding Ring is hereby established,” Raven intoned.

“Even though none of us will need it,” Sunny added. 
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“IT WAS YOUR idea, Raven.”

“How many times are you going to remind me?” Raven pushed away the heavy plate containing the crumbled remains of her corn muffin and leaned her elbows on the table. She faced Amanda’s smug grin straight on. “We were kids when we made that pact. Just out of high school. With stars in our eyes.”

Amanda adjusted the silk scarf adorning the neckline of her cranberry-colored wool pantsuit. “You seemed pretty darn serious about it at the time. You took a solemn vow, if memory serves. And it was all your—”

“Don’t say it again.”

They occupied their regular table at Wafflemania, a square four-seater tucked into a corner. With her back to the door, Raven didn’t notice Charli’s arrival until she pulled out one of the empty chairs and dropped into it, still wearing her loden-colored wool overcoat.

The passage of years had mellowed Charli’s plain, strong features. Right now, with her hair windblown and her cheeks pink from the cold, she could almost be called pretty, though Raven doubted Charli would ever think of herself as anything but Mr. and Mrs. Rossi’s shy, homely youngest daughter.

“I would’ve been here sooner,” Charli said, “but one of my symphonic band students needed help with a difficult piece.”

“Raven’s trying to weasel out of the Wedding Ring pact,” Amanda said.

Charli gaped at Raven. “But we all agreed. We made a promise to each other. We’ve never broken our promises. Not ever.”

“Nobody’s breaking a promise. I just choose not to accept your help in finding a husband, that’s all.”

A hand appeared with a bulbous coffee carafe. “It doesn’t work that way,” Sunny said, as she expertly refilled Raven’s mug. “You’re not allowed to back out now.”

“I don’t recall that particular stipulation.”

“I do.” Sunny winked at her coconspirators. “You guys remember that part, don’t you? Nobody’s allowed to chicken out when it’s her turn?”

“The ‘chicken clause.’” Charli slipped out of her coat. “How could I forget?”

Amanda flapped her elbows and clucked her little heart out, drawing stares from other diners.

Raven groaned. “Why me?”

“Because you’re the first one of us to turn thirty,” Charli answered.

Amanda leaned back with a wicked grin. “Didn’t think of that when you proposed this little scheme, huh? Did I mention it was all your idea?”

Sunny glanced around furtively—looking for her tyrant of a boss, no doubt—before perching on the edge of the vacant chair. Her sickly-pink polyester waitress uniform was as ugly and unflattering now as when she’d first stepped into it a dozen years earlier. Today it sported a coffee stain near the hem of the short skirt. Sunny’s long, wavy auburn hair was secured in a braid that fell halfway down her back.

“Did you tell her about the guy?” Sunny asked.

“You picked someone already?”

“Amanda found him,” Charli said. “He works with her.”

“Wait a minute.” Raven held her hands up as if to derail this runaway matchmaking train she’d set in motion. “I never agreed to this.”

“Sure you did,” Sunny corrected her. “Twelve years ago.”

“His name is Brent Radley. He’s the sales manager at Grasshopper,” Amanda said, naming the children’s magazine she published. “He’s outgoing, fun-loving, not to mention—” she sent Raven a pointed look “—a stone hunk.”

“If this guy’s so great, how come you’re not going after him yourself?”

“Two ex-husbands are more than enough for one lifetime, thank you very much.”

“Who says you have to marry him?” Raven asked. “Just have some fun. Your last divorce was final two months ago. When are you going to start dating again?”

“When and if I start dating again, I intend to steer clear of marriage-minded men. There’s no way I’m walking down the aisle a third time.”

“But the pact,” Charli said.

“The pact is for those of us who want a husband,” Amanda said. “In any event, Brent is thirty-four, never married, and I get the feeling he’s thinking about finding that special gal and settling down. I told him about you, Raven.”

“You didn’t mention the Wedding Ring pact, did you?” Charli asked.

“Of course not. He just thinks I’m setting him up with a friend.” She said to Raven, “He’ll be at your place at seven-thirty. Dress casual.”

“Tonight?”

“I didn’t want to give you too much time to work yourself up over it.”

“You set me up with a blind date? You know I hate blind dates!”

Sunny said, “Relax. You’ll probably have a great time. Brent’s the type to put you right at ease.”

“He seems like a really nice man,” Charli said.

“You two have met him?” Raven stared at her best friends. “You arranged this already, behind my back.”

“Just give him a chance,” Sunny said. “Hey, maybe you can hypnotize Brent to fall madly in love with you.” She wiggled her fingers along her line of sight and spoke in a monotone. “You are growing sleepy. You have an irresistible urge to make a down payment on a five-carat diamond.”

“If it were that easy, I’d have been married long ago. Now, if this Brent wants to quit smoking or lose weight, then we’re in business.”

Raven had been a hypnotherapist for six years, operating a thriving private practice out of her home. She gained tremendous satisfaction using therapeutic hypnosis to help her clients improve their lives, whether their aim was to eliminate destructive habits, overcome phobias, or simply improve their golf game.

From across the room, Sunny’s boss, Mike, caught her eye and gestured impatiently at a table of new arrivals awaiting service. Sunny grumbled, “Hold your horses,” and rose to her feet.

Raven sighed in exasperation. “All right. I’ll give him a chance. One date.”

“Three months,” Amanda said. “As long as he’s interested, you have to stick it out for three months. Now, who was it who suggested that rule? Oh yeah, wasn’t it—”

“Just wait until it’s your turn,” Raven warned.

“Even if I were in the market for a husband, I’m last in line. Charli’s next—she turns thirty in April.”

Charli bit back a nervous smile. Raven reached across the table and squeezed her hand. Charli needed all the support and reassurance she could get.

“Then it’ll be my turn.” Sunny picked up the coffee carafe. “My birthday’s July first. You won’t have to twist my arm.”

“Do us a favor,” Amanda drawled. “Don’t book the reception until you’ve at least met the groom.”

Mike started to stalk in their direction, prompting Sunny to hightail it to the unattended table. But not before she’d muttered, “I can’t believe I’m still working in this dump.”

Raven slumped in her chair, wishing she’d kept her big mouth shut all those years ago.
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“THIS IS A great spot,” Raven observed, glancing around the interior of Stitches, the comedy club Brent had brought her to. Their table was right next to the stage.

“I have connections,” Brent said, with the warm smile she’d already become accustomed to in the half hour since he’d rung her doorbell.

Her pals hadn’t been lying. Brent Radley was personable, relaxed, and definitely—how had Amanda put it?—a stone hunk. Dark hair, blue eyes, six feet tall or a little over, lean and fit. He had the air of a man who knew he was attractive, usually a guaranteed turnoff. But he was also friendly and attentive, and Raven figured that was what really mattered.

She’d come to a decision as she’d changed outfits three times in nervous anticipation, finally settling on a long, pimento-colored silk dress. She’d decided that if her best friends in the world had gone to all this trouble for her sake, the least she could do was give the Wedding Ring scheme a chance. She’d worn a little makeup and carefully finger-styled her dark blond hair. Nowadays she wore it in a layered, chin-length cut with bangs, and on good days it framed her face in feathery, flattering waves.

The waitress stopped by their table, handed them menus, and exchanged greetings with Brent, who was obviously a regular. She took their drink order and moved on.

The interior of Stitches was a delight. The dark-paneled walls were covered with framed story-magazine covers dating back to the 1920s. All genres were represented, from lurid detective rags to science fiction, adventure, western, and even confession magazines. An eclectic mix of tablecloths and mismatched dishes lent an air of homey mayhem. Soft bluegrass music underscored the burble of conversation and laughter. Tantalizing aromas drifted to Raven’s nose: hot garlic bread, rich tomato sauce, fried calamari...

“I recommend the pizza rustica,” Brent suggested, leaning forward to point it out on the menu. “It’s called a personal pizza, but it’s about the size of a hubcap.” He spread his arms in illustration.

“Sold.” Raven slapped her menu shut. The waitress returned with Brent’s draft beer and Raven’s mineral water, and took their dinner order.

“You said you have connections here.” She sipped her bubbly mineral water. “Do you know the owner?”

“You might say that.” Brent caught someone’s eye and waved. “He’s my brother.”

Raven looked up to see a young man weaving among the tables toward them. He carried himself with smooth masculine grace and a proprietary air that told her who he was even before he stopped at their table and soundly thumped her date on the shoulder.

Without waiting for an introduction, Brent’s brother turned to Raven and said with grave sincerity, “I want you to know how much our parents appreciate your agreeing to date this pitiful specimen.”

She didn’t skip a beat. “It was the least I could do after they posted bail for me.”

An appreciative glint came into his eye, and Raven had the impression she’d passed some test. “You have his tranquilizers?” he asked. “Drool bib?”

“My trusty cattle prod’s all I need.” She patted the large shoulder bag hanging on her chairback. “That and a few brightly colored toys with round edges.”

“Nothing with small pieces, I hope. You ever see a grown man cough up Barbie shoes? It’s not a pretty sight.”

Grinning, shaking his head, Brent said, “Are you two finished?” but his brother didn’t even glance at him.

“I’m Hunter Radley.” He extended his hand and she shook it.

“Raven Muldoon.” She was acutely conscious of the texture of his skin, the repressed strength in his firm grip. After a moment she made herself pull away.

The physical resemblance between the brothers was immediately apparent, although Hunter was obviously much younger. Both men had dark, wavy hair, but while Brent’s was short and neatly trimmed, Hunter’s brushed the collar of his ivory twill shirt. The shirt looked soft with wear, and the top couple of buttons were undone, revealing a V of skin dusted with dark hair. The same dark hair was visible on the forearms revealed by his rolled-up shirtsleeves. She noticed he wasn’t wearing a wedding band.

“How did you get to be called Raven?” Hunter asked. “With a name like that, I would’ve expected black hair.” He reached out to rub a strand of her honey-blond hair between his fingers. If any other man she’d just met had done that, she would have bristled at his impertinence. Somehow, though, she didn’t feel as if she’d just met Hunter.

“My mother was a big fan of Edgar Allan Poe,” she said, and waited to see if he’d get it.

He did, in record time. “‘Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary, Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore...’” His voice took on a hushed urgency. “‘Suddenly there came a tapping.’”

“You skipped part.”

“‘As of someone gently rapping.’” His knuckles thumped the table. “‘Rapping at my chamber door.’ Uh, something, something... ‘Quoth the raven—’”

The three of them finished in unison: ‘“Nevermore.’”

Brent said, “Isn’t there a Lenore in that poem? ‘The lost Lenore’? Why didn’t your mother name you after her?”

“My older sister beat me to that one. I’m not complaining.”

Hunter’s gaze lit on her hair, her eyes, her mouth. “I’m surprised she didn’t name you Annabel.” He said it quietly, his deep, mellifluous voice wrapping itself around the name in a way that raised gooseflesh all over her. In the mellow light of the club, she struggled to divine the color of his eyes. Blue or brown? They seemed to change with each breath.

Brent said, “Annabel? Now you’ve lost me.”

Raven swallowed hard and dragged her attention back to her date. “‘Annabel Lee.’ Another of Poe’s poems.” A heartbreaking love poem.

Hunter shoved his hands in the pockets of his faded jeans, looking suddenly ill at ease. He seemed almost relieved when the waitress materialized with the appetizer assortment Brent had ordered. “Lisa,” he told her, “no check for this table. It’s on the house.”

“I could pretend to argue with you,” Brent said, as he offered Raven the serving tongs, “or we could just skip over that part.”

Hunter’s grin was back in place as he told Raven, “Keep that cattle prod handy.”

Then he was gone.

Brent launched into a lively discussion of Raven’s work, asking how she’d come to be a hypnotherapist, what kind of training she’d received, what kind of problems she saw, proving that he wasn’t the kind of self-absorbed male who only wanted to talk about himself. Raven found that gratifying, but it didn’t help her concentrate on the conversation.

Brent hadn’t noticed. Thank God. He’d been blessedly oblivious to what had been happening between his date and his brother.

And what exactly had been happening between his date and his brother? she asked herself. The proverbial once-in-a-lifetime meeting of soul mates? Or simple sexual awareness?

As if sexual awareness, once acknowledged, could ever be simple. Whatever it was, it hadn’t been one-sided, that was for certain. Hunter had felt it, too. And it had made him as uncomfortable as it had made her.

With good reason, she thought, as she listened to the man her friends had chosen as suitable husband material praise her entrepreneurial initiative and order another Bass Pale Ale. Brent was a great guy if first impressions were worth anything. She was committed to seeing him exclusively for three months, provided he was interested, and from the way he looked at her, the things he said, she was pretty sure he was interested.

Lord knew she’d never willingly come between brothers by encouraging the attentions of one while dating the other. And if she read Hunter accurately, he wouldn’t be party to something like that, either.

The meal progressed uneventfully. The club lights dimmed and the stage lights sprang on just as their dessert dishes were being cleared. Hunter leaped onto the stage and grabbed the mike off the stand.

Something banged inside Raven’s chest.

Damn! she thought. Why can’t anything be simple?

Hunter welcomed the audience to Stitches and threw out a couple of one-liners to get them primed. He was so relaxed up there that even when his second gag bombed, he made a joke about that. Raven watched in awe, partly because she’d never in her life be able to do what Hunter was doing and partly because there he was, standing a few feet away, on a stage, under bright lights, and she could look at him all she wanted.

She was supposed to look at him. It would have been considered rude not to look at him. Greedily she followed every sexy, loose-limbed movement as he worked the crowd, drank her fill of that sheets-and-champagne voice.

“We have a special guest in the audience tonight,” Hunter announced, prompting her to turn and scan the darkened club for a celebrity face. “The one and only Annabel Muldoon!”

Raven’s head snapped around as a spotlight found her. She heard a few dubious murmurs—“Annabel who?”—and more than a few gasps of recognition, which should have struck her as hilarious. Brent obviously found the whole thing funny as hell. He was making a conspicuous effort not to crack up.

And everyone stared.

Hunter beckoned her onstage. “Come on up and say hi to your fans, Annabel. How about it, folks? Let’s get Annabel Muldoon up here!”

The crowd by this time had decided Raven was Somebody and responded with thunderous applause, punctuated by whoops and whistles of encouragement.

It was her worst nightmare.

Raven was breathing fast, trembling all over. Her hands were numb, rubbery lumps in her lap. She knew if she attempted to stand, her legs would never hold her. All she could manage was a little head shake.

Brent gave her a friendly shove. “Go on,” he chuckled. “The crowd’s going crazy. Have some fun.”

“Come on, Annabel, don’t be shy.” Hunter stood on the edge of the stage now, not eight feet away.

She looked up at him, struggling to govern her expression, praying that her misery wasn’t there on her face for all to see. She wanted to say something, anything that might put an end to this torture, but her mind had seized up, and her tongue along with it.

Hunter’s grin faltered for a fleeting instant as he stared at her. He backed away, signaling to the stagehand working the lights. The spotlight blinked off.

“Oh well, you know how skittish celebs are,” Hunter told the audience, who sent up a collective groan of disappointment. Someone booed. “Next time I’ll go through her agent. Now, let’s have a big hand for Richie Finley.”

The crowd complied and Hunter relinquished the stage to a massively obese man in an argyle sweater and corduroy slacks. “My name is Richard Finley,” he began, deadpan, “but most folks call me Big Dick.” One patron in back chortled at this lame opener.

Raven’s panic attack began to subside. She rubbed warmth back into her hands and concentrated on breathing slowly through her nose.

Onstage, Finley plodded through his act. The audience wasn’t very responsive, even when he got off one or two good lines, and Raven felt a stab of pity mixed with sheer awe at his audacity. Where, she wondered, did he find the courage? What wellspring of self-confidence allowed this man to stroll onstage under the glare of the spotlight and open his mouth?

Finley was followed by a dark-skinned comedienne about Raven’s age whose routine focused on growing up in her dysfunctional extended family. She fared better than her predecessor, thanks to flawless timing and eloquent facial expressions. By the time she gave a little wave and walked offstage, the audience was howling for more.

As a therapist, Raven was impressed by the way this woman had taken a painful episode in her life—her wretched upbringing—and turned it into something positive. It was as much a healing process as what Raven’s phobia clients experienced when she helped them face their fears and learn to control them.

She hoped her clients never found out what a hypocrite she was. She knew she’d never find the inner fortitude to confront her own crippling fear. Tonight was just one more reminder of her failure, and a particularly humiliating one at that.

The audience laughed uproariously at everything uttered by the third and final comic, a grizzled middle-aged guy with a foul mouth and a sack of dopey props. He was funny, but he wasn’t that funny. It slowly dawned on Raven that there were advantages to performing last. The audience had been loosened up by the first two acts and, most especially, by the liquor they’d consumed.

Several times patrons had approached her table, shoving paper and pen under her nose, requesting an autograph, much to Brent’s amusement. “My girlfriend’s a big fan of yours,” they’d say, or “I saw you on The Tonight Show. When did you get out of rehab?” Raven had found the easiest course was to simply give them what they wanted, and by the end of the evening, she’d turned “Annabel” into a distinctive, flowing signature.

After the show, Brent excused himself to visit the men’s room. Within seconds, Hunter materialized in the vacated seat, making her wonder if he’d been waiting to catch her alone.

She’d hoped she wouldn’t have to face him. He knew. She’d seen it in his eyes, for that scant breath of time before he literally took her out of the spotlight.

Before she could think of some way to make light of the incident, he looked her straight in the eye and said, “I’m sorry.”

She took a deep breath. “Let’s not have this conversation.”

Hunter leaned forward, folding his arms on the table. He looked down a moment, then back up at her, searching her eyes. “Raven. If I’d had an inkling that would make you uncomfortable, I never would’ve—”

“I know.” She felt her composure slipping.

“I figured, after all that kidding around we did...”

“But that was just you and me.” She twisted the napkin in her lap.

“Well, I really thought you’d enjoy getting up there and goofing around. You’re funny. And quick with a comeback.”

“This is just... something I’ve always had a problem with.”

When she didn’t elaborate, he said, “Performing in front of a crowd?”

“Well, public speaking. I’ve never even considered the idea of performing.”

He cocked his head, giving her a speculative look. “You should, you know. You’re a natural.”

Despite everything, that preposterous statement drew a chuckle from her. “Not in this lifetime.”

“Now you’ve done it. I can’t resist a challenge.”

The slow grin that accompanied this statement brought a return of those shivery goose bumps. Then the grin faded and he said quietly, “I really am sorry. It was presumptuous of me.”

“Yeah, it was.” She flashed a reassuring smile. “But no lasting damage was done. And anyway, it just reinforced what I already know—I have work to do.”

“On what?”

“On myself. It’s high time I learned to deal with this problem. Lalophobia, it’s called. Fear of public speaking. I can’t even give informal presentations or talk to schoolkids on career day.”

“What do you do?” he asked.

“I’m a hypnotherapist.”

Hunter blinked. “No kidding.”

“Not as much fun as a comedy club, but it’s personally rewarding and it pays the bills.” Raven scanned the club, looking for Brent.

Hunter leaned back in his chair, watching her. “If you’re serious about working on your public speaking, every Wednesday is open-mike night here.”

“Open mike?”

“Amateur night. Anyone can go up onstage and play stand-up comic.”

“Thanks, but I don’t think I’m ready for the major leagues. I think I’ll start with something easier—like the State of the Union Address.”

He came to his feet. “Well, you have an open invitation if you change your mind.”

Suddenly Brent was there. “An open invitation for what? What are you doing, making time with my date behind my back?” he joked.

“I’m trying to persuade Raven to work up some material for open-mike night.”

“Great idea,” Brent said, apparently oblivious to her earlier panic attack. “Listen, Raven, you ever go cross-country skiing?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact. I have skis and boots, but I haven’t had a chance to use them so far this winter.”

“There’s this beautiful wooded park where I love to ski. I’m going out there on Sunday. You interested?”

“Sure, I’d love to.”

“Why don’t you join us, Hunter? Bring a date. After, maybe we can catch some dinner.”

Bring a date. From which she deduced that Hunter had no steady girlfriend. Raven cursed the glimmer of satisfaction she felt. She had no business thinking of him that way.

Hunter’s eyes flicked to Raven. She quickly looked away. “I guess so,” he said, “if it doesn’t get too late. I have to open the club Sunday evening.”

Brent asked, “Don’t you have someone who can do that for you?”

“Uh, yeah, maybe,” Hunter said, and Raven suspected he was as conflicted about this double date as she was.

“What the hell, I’ll let Matt open up on Sunday.” He smiled at her. “What’s the worst that can happen?”
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​Chapter Two
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HUNTER WATCHED HIS show-off of a brother put even more distance between them as his skis streaked over the snow. That was what came of having your weekends free, he supposed—you got to be good at stuff that had nothing to do with booking comedians and supervising help and teetering on the scary tightrope between black ink and red. Hunter wouldn’t trade Stitches for anything, but sometimes he envied Brent his job at that children’s magazine, Grasshopper, and the regular paycheck that went with it.

The envy didn’t stop there, he thought, glancing over his shoulder as Raven slid to a stop next to him. She was a graceful, competent skier, but not particularly fast. She’d unzipped her yellow down anorak halfway, revealing a black silk turtleneck tucked into faded jeans. She’d twisted that beautiful honey-colored hair back into a clip, but plenty of it was left loose to tumble around her face.

She smiled, breathing fast, her cheeks rosy from cold and exertion. It was a clear day, the late morning sun high in the sky, turning her pale brown eyes to burnished gold. Her hair and eyes were practically the same color, he noted. A twenty-four-karat lady.

Yesterday’s snowstorm had dumped a good six inches on top of the previous accumulation, and they were breaking trail through white-clad trees and the occasional wide-open clearing. The light had that winter-pure clarity, and the air was sharp and cleansing. Hunter was glad he’d come.

“Brent is quite a skier,” Raven said, peering through the trees. “I’ve lost sight of him already.”

“You’re not bad yourself.”

“Oh, I’m slow. I’m holding everyone up.”

Kirsten had turned back to rejoin them. “You’re not holding anyone up, Raven. This isn’t a race.”

Despite her kind words, Hunter knew Kirsten was champing at the bit. A natural athlete, she’d learned to ski, both downhill and cross-country, at the age of three. As Hunter’s date, she no doubt considered it rude to leave him in the dust, though Brent apparently suffered no such qualms where Raven was concerned. In fact, Kirsten couldn’t have left Hunter in the dust if he didn’t want to be left. He was a stronger skier than she. But somebody had to stay with Raven. That was what he told himself to justify his next words.

“Listen, Kirsten, there’s no need for you to hold back. Why don’t you catch up to Brent? We’ll be along.”

She hesitated, glancing at the tracks left by Brent’s skis, as restless as a racehorse at the starting gate.

“Go on,” he urged. “I know Brent thinks no woman can keep up with him.”

That did it. Kirsten’s eyes narrowed dangerously. A quick wave and she was gone.

“You should go on ahead, too,” Raven said.

“No way, I need to catch my breath,” he lied. “Looks like we’re stuck with each other.”

She glanced at him, then away. She’d done that a few times. Clearly he made her nervous, and he suspected he knew the reason for it. He hoped he knew the reason for it, which was pure idiocy on his part. He should have been hoping the attraction was one-sided, that she had eyes only for his brother.

His brother, he reminded himself, as he had about a hundred times since Friday night when he’d met her. Family loyalty was high on his list of personal values, a deeply ingrained part of him. You don’t mess around with family loyalty.

Which means you don’t even think about messing around with your brother’s woman.

Not that she was Brent’s woman, per se. Not yet. This was only their second date, but that made no difference. She was off-limits. End of discussion.

Which didn’t stop him from wondering what had happened when Brent dropped her off at her home Friday night. Had she invited him in? Had they ended up in bed? He could ask Brent, but he didn’t think he wanted to hear the answer.

Hunter planted his ski poles in the snow, shrugged off his backpack, and set it at his feet. He pulled out a thermos. “I came prepared.”

“Coffee?”

“Better.” He uncapped the thermos and held it under her nose. Those gilded eyes widened in delight

“Hot chocolate!”

Hunter poured some into the plastic thermos lid that doubled as a cup and handed it to Raven. She wrapped her gloved fingers around the steaming cup, brought it to her lips, and sipped. She moaned, very faintly. Her eyes drifted closed, her expression one of rapture.

“More?” he asked when she handed the cup back. She shook her head and thanked him, said it really hit the spot A little was left, and she watched as he tipped back the cup and finished it.

“Your eyes,” she said, staring.

He smiled, pouring more cocoa. “A freak of nature.”

“One blue and one brown.” She gave a little laugh. “Like God couldn’t make up his mind.”

Hunter spread his arms. “A work in progress.”

Raven opened her mouth to say something, and stopped. He wondered if she’d been about to comment on the state of the “work in progress.” Instead she said, “Kirsten’s nice.”

“Yeah, she is. I met her on a wine-tasting tour of the North Fork vineyards.” He drained the cup.

“Oh, yeah? Whose ID did she borrow?”

Chuckling with a mouthful of hot chocolate was a risky proposition. He managed to swallow and said, “Yeah, yeah, I know.” He thought of the first impression Kirsten must have made on Raven, with those perky chestnut braids and that high, girlish voice and that wholesome, fresh-scrubbed face. Jail bait on skis. “But she’s only five years younger than me.”

“So that would make you what? Eighteen?”

“Ah, to be eighteen again. Try twenty-six.”

Something flickered in her eyes, surprise or dismay, perhaps a mixture of both.

“I’m the baby of the family,” he said, recapping the thermos and returning it to the backpack. “Brent’s the oldest, followed by our sister, Tina. Poor old gal turned thirty a couple of years ago, and we have to listen to her whine and carry on about being a dried-up old maid.”

This statement was met with stony silence.

“Her words, not mine,” he swore, holding up a hand. “Scout’s honor.”

“Well, it’s terrible that our youth-oriented society makes women so hung up about age. I’m sure Tina’s a more interesting person now than when she turned twenty. She should be proud to be in her thirties.”

“Well, maybe when she’s had seven or eight years to get used to it like you have...”

Hunter savored Raven’s bug-eyed outrage for a few moments before he cocked his finger at her and said, “Gotcha.”

She made a wry face.

He asked, “What happened to all that thirty-something pride?”

“I’m working on it,” she muttered.

“How long have you been working on it?”

“You get no points for subtlety, Hunter, but I’ll tell you anyway. I turned thirty on Wednesday. January seventh.”

“Happy birthday. But really. I thought you were around my age.”

“I choose to believe that particular fib. So much for renouncing society’s hang-ups.”

Hunter hefted the backpack and swung it onto one shoulder. “Some guys only go for the real young girls. It boosts their egos or something, I guess. I’m not that way myself.” Quickly he added, “And neither is Brent. You don’t have to worry that he’s going to think you’re too, uh... What I mean is, he likes all kinds of women. A wide variety.”

One eyebrow lifted. “How wide a variety?”

“Okay, I know how that sounded.” Like the truth. “I just meant he’s not picky, that’s all.”

There went the other eyebrow.

Hunter dropped his head back, groaning and chuckling at the same time. And to think he used to consider himself articulate. Then he caught her smirk and asked, “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“Payback for those seven or eight years.”

“There’s no question my brother has very high standards in women.” He tipped his head toward Raven. She rolled her eyes at the blatant flattery. “I only meant he’s not one of those guys I was talking about.”

“I know what you meant,” she said with a reassuring smile, then hesitated. “As long as you’re being so forthcoming about Brent, perhaps you don’t mind telling me... My friend Amanda, who he works for, said Brent’s been making noises like he wants to settle down. Would you say that’s accurate?”

Hunter tried to imagine Raven Muldoon as his sister-in-law. He’d imagined her in a host of other roles since Friday night, in numerous scenarios involving a variety of exotic settings and more than a few intriguing positions.

But sister-in-law? That was one he couldn’t quite bring into focus.

“It’s accurate.” He cleared his throat, struggling to banish the images he’d conjured. “Brent’s set his sights on finding Mrs. Right. It’s not just women who start thinking about things like that when they get to be a certain age.”

“Just curious.” She was blushing now. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

He shrugged. “We’re not talking about a state secret here. He’d probably come right out and tell you himself if you asked him.”

“Well, I couldn’t really do that, but it wasn’t fair to pump you for information.”

Raven must feel pretty strongly about Brent, Hunter knew, if she was already thinking along those lines. Which made it all the more likely that Friday night’s date had ended Saturday morning over French toast and lattes.

“As for myself,” he said, sliding his other arm through the backpack’s strap and joggling it into place, “marriage is like world peace. It could happen, in theory, but I wouldn’t wager any serious money on it.”

“You never want to get married?”

“What I want is to get Stitches solidly in the black, book some impressive talent, establish it as the premier club on the Island. That’s my priority, the commitment I made when I started it two years ago. It’ll take a few more years, and it’s all the responsibility I can handle at one time.”

“Well, you’re young,” she said, zipping her jacket closed. “You have time.”

“So do you.”

She looked at him.

“I mean, you don’t have to be in any hurry, Raven. The important thing is to make sure it’s the right guy. Thirty’s not exactly over the hill.”

She said nothing, just snugged her jacket’s stand-up collar around her throat.

“The temperature’s dropping.” He patted his backpack where the thermos was. “Do you want more—”

“No. We’d better catch up to the others. They’ll be sending the Sherpas after us before long.”

He started off, with her close behind. “I prefer a Saint Bernard with a cask of rum.”

“Not amontillado sherry?”

He glanced over his shoulder to see her impish smile at this reference to Edgar Allen Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado.” He charged ahead, propelling himself over the snow, hollering another of Poe’s works at the top of his lungs.

“‘It was many and many a year ago, In a kingdom by the sea...’”

Raven’s spontaneous laughter warmed him from the inside out. “Don’t tell me you memorized the whole thing!”

Grinning, he bellowed louder. “‘That a maiden there lived whom you may know, By the name of Annabel Lee...’”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Three
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“ARE YOU SURE I can’t help?” Raven asked from the doorway of Brent’s kitchen. As soon as they’d arrived at his cozy ranch-style house on Long Island’s North Shore, he’d started preparing dinner.

“Everything’s under control.” Brent smiled at her over his shoulder as he stirred something in a big pot on the stove. “Did you try that merlot?”

She lifted her wineglass. “It’s wonderful. What are you making? It smells incredible.”

“Jambalaya. What you smell is Cajun-style andouille sausage. I’m going to add shrimp at the end. Unless you’re allergic to shellfish?”

“No, I love it.”

“Great. Just relax. It’ll be ready in about a half hour.”

Brent looked completely at home in the kitchen, as confident and capable whipping up a batch of jambalaya as he was breaking trail through snow-covered woods. He was as genial and outgoing as he was self-assured. Raven had to admit she found the combination appealing, even sexy.

So why wasn’t that special feeling bopping her over the head right about now? Her heart should be racing, she should be feeling light-headed, even a bit tongue-tied.

Perhaps it was the artificial nature of this arrangement, being set up by her matchmaking friends, that kept the giddy excitement at bay. It wasn’t as if their nascent relationship were based on any kind of spontaneous animal magnetism.

Still, Raven was mature enough, experienced enough, to know that deep feelings didn’t happen overnight. Superficial attraction might bop you over the head. True love took time and tender nurturing.

If she hadn’t experienced that spontaneous animal magnetism with Brent’s kid brother, there would be no problem. It was a purely physical response, she knew—and fleeting, she could only hope.

Unlike Hunter, Brent had marriage on the brain. Raven should be pleased considering how skittish many men were when it came to commitment. However, earlier in the day when she’d asked Hunter to verify that his brother was indeed in the market for a wife, she’d done so because her gut was warning her not to let Brent get too serious, too fast. Somehow she sensed he might not be as right for her as her friends assumed. The last thing she wanted was to lead him on, only to dash his hopes later.

Raven was obligated to date Brent for three months. She could afford to put on the brakes and slow things down, to see how compatible they were before going further.

She backed out of the kitchen, saying, “Well, let me know if I can do anything.”

She entered the living room, which was comfortably furnished in shades of brown and brick-red, with blond-wood accents. Kirsten sat on the love seat. She’d unbraided her hair, which now rippled around her face in shiny chestnut waves. If anything, she looked even younger than before, closer to sixteen than the twenty-one Hunter claimed.

Even twenty-one was a far cry from the big three-oh.

Thirty. Raven groaned inwardly. How had she let that happen?

Hunter sat on the floor between Kirsten’s jeans-clad legs, leaning back against the love seat as she rubbed his shoulders, wide and thickly muscled under his wheat-colored sweater.

Hunter’s eyes were closed, but they snapped open when Raven said, “Your brother’s in there slaving away. He won’t let me help.” She settled into a blond rattan armchair.

“Don’t tell me you’re complaining,” Hunter said with a smile.

“I can’t believe he has any energy left after today. I’m whipped.”

Kirsten said, “And I’m starved. Brent!” she called out. “Feed me before I collapse from hunger.”

From the kitchen Brent yelled, “So set the table if you’re in such a hurry.”

Laughing, Kirsten rose, swinging her lean leg over Hunter’s head. “He has no qualms about putting me to work.” She disappeared into the kitchen.

Alone with Hunter, Raven fiddled with her wineglass. The silence was thick and uncomfortable until Hunter finally broke it.

“Brent’s a terrific cook.”

“I can tell,” she said. “He’s not even using a recipe.”

Hunter glanced toward the closed door of the kitchen, through which they heard Kirsten and Brent’s lively banter. Was he wishing his date would return? Was it possible he felt as ill at ease as Raven?

She brought the wineglass to her lips and took a fortifying gulp. Kirsten barreled out of the kitchen with a stack of plates and flatware, which she deposited on the table in the dining alcove.

Hunter straightened. “I’ll help you.”

Kirsten waved him away. “Relax. I’ve got this.”

They watched her set the table, every movement as bouncy and energetic as if she’d spent the day lazing around the house. Raven, on the other hand, was stiff and sore from their hours of skiing. Compared to Kirsten, nearly a decade her junior, she felt like a withered crone.

Hunter’s voice broke into her thoughts. “So. What makes hypnotherapy so personally rewarding?” At her quizzical expression, he said, “That’s how you described it on Friday.”

She saw something in his eyes that she hadn’t seen in Brent’s when he’d asked about her work. For Hunter, the question was more than polite chitchat. He really wanted to know.

She shrugged. “I like helping people. It’s as simple as that. Not that all the cases are serious. Some people just want to concentrate better on sports or improve their study habits, that sort of thing. But most come to me with problems that severely affect their health, their ability to make a living, their quality of life. In many cases they’ve exhausted all conventional remedies.”

“Do you get people who just can’t be put under?”

“Not really. I get people who are nervous, who are under the typical misconceptions about hypnosis—that it’s some kind of weird altered state, that the hypnotist can make them do things they don’t want to do, stuff like that. First I have to earn their trust, make them comfortable enough to let down their guard and totally relax. That’s all hypnosis is, really, a state of deep relaxation when you’re more susceptible to suggestion.”

His perceptive gaze seemed to reach deep within. “I bet you’re good at that—putting people at ease. You have a gentle way about you. I can’t imagine you willingly hurting another person.”

There was a warm intimacy in his voice that both thrilled and unnerved her. Raven’s fingers trembled as she set down her wineglass. “There must be something I can do for Brent.”

She fled into the kitchen, where she made herself useful slicing Italian bread and making a Caesar salad. The meal lived up to her expectations. The jambalaya was a heavenly blend of rice, vegetables, shrimp, and spicy sausage. The conversation was cheerful and animated. Though she knew it was premature, Raven imagined herself married to Brent, sharing his house, his kitchen, his bed. His brother.

Hunter would be her brother by extension—her brother-in-law. Part of her family. She sneaked a glance at him, only to find his eyes on her.

Oh, brother.
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“WE CAN GIVE Raven a ride,” Hunter offered as he zipped up his black ski parka.

Raven sat next to Brent on the sofa. His arm was draped over her shoulders. Their dessert dishes and espresso cups littered the coffee table.

“Thanks anyway,” Brent said. “I can drive her home later.”

Raven looked at her watch, surprised to see it was after 1:00 a.m. “I have an early client tomorrow. I really should get going.” Brent was disappointed, she could tell, but he yielded gracefully.

“Well, in that case I’ll let Hunter give you a lift.” He rose and offered his hand. “Let’s go find your jacket.”

As if it needed finding. It was right there on Brent’s bed where he’d tossed it earlier. Raven wasn’t surprised when he closed the door to his bedroom. They hadn’t had a private moment all day. His smile was frank and affectionate as he approached her.

“I hope you’ve had as great a time as I have today,” he said.

“I have, Brent. Thanks. Although...” She rotated her shoulders, groaning and chuckling at the same time. “I may not be thanking you tomorrow. Maybe I should take a hot bath when I get home.”

He cupped her shoulders and massaged them, his smile devilish. “I have a bathtub.”

Raven knew he was offering more than a bath. She knew that if she didn’t get in Hunter’s car now, she wouldn’t go home until the morning.

She couldn’t claim she wasn’t tempted. Despite her resolve to take things slow, Brent was a very attractive man. He was smart, attentive, and obviously interested in her on more
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