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      Cassie has everything she wants…

      Cassie Wilson’s life is pretty much perfect, with a dream job, great partners—and the freedom to do as she pleases. The last thing she wants is to go back to Montrose River, the town she couldn’t wait to leave, and revisit the past. But when her oldest friend asks her to be a godmother, Cassie sees an opportunity to make a difference in Emily’s life. Maybe teaching Emily to dream big will be her legacy. Besides, one weekend in the Midwest won’t kill her. She’ll be back in Manhattan so quickly that they won’t have time to miss her at Flatiron Five Fitness.

      

      Reid knows what he wants…

      Reid Jackson is convinced that luck has to be made. Keeping his eyes open has been the secret to his triumph over his past, along with a lot of hard work. He might have come from the wrong side of the tracks, and he might have the reputation of being bad to the bone, but he’s built his own brand of success. When Cassie Wilson comes breezing back into town, Reid is ready to find out if she really is different from everyone else. Cassie turns his expectations inside out, fulfilling his dreams and shaking up his routine. But when Cassie decides she wants more than a fling, Reid knows he’s not the man she wants him to be—can Cassie convince him to hope for more?
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            Flatiron Five Fitness

          

        

      

    

    
      Straight out of college, five friends with a dream joined forces to build success. Ten years later, their exclusive fitness club, Flatiron Five Fitness, is the hottest destination in Manhattan. People flock to F5F to get fit, to get lucky, and even, to fall in love. The founding partners have been immune to F5F’s romantic spell—at least, so far...

      
        
        Flatiron Five Fitness

        1. Just One Fake Date

        Tyler and Shannyn

      

        

      
        2. Just One More Time

        Kyle and Lauren

      

        

      
        3. Just One Night Together

        Damon and Haley

      

        

      
        4. Just One Hometown Hero

        Cassie and Reid

      

        

      
        5. Two Weddings & a Baby

        A Novella

      

        

      
        6. Just One Second Chance

        Theo and Lyssa

      

        

      
        7. Just Home for the Holidays

        Hunter and Chloe

      

        

      
        8. Just One Silver Fox

        Jacquie and Pierce

      

        

      
        9. Just the Wrong Twin

        Sonia and Nate

      

        

      
        10. When Annika Met Thom

        Coming April 2022
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      Don’t miss the spin-off series, Flatiron Five Tattoo. Each month, on the full moon, Chynna gives away a special tattoo that brings true love to the recipient. These are their stories.

      
        
        1. Just One Snowbound Night

        (Olivia and Spencer)

      

        

      
        2. Just One Vacation Night

        (Reyna and Kade)

      

        

      
        3. Just One Unforgettable Night

        (Lexi and Gabe)

      

        

      
        4. Just One Christmas Night

        (Chynna and Trevor)
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      The Flatiron Five Fitness series is also available in boxed sets, each including three or four books.

      Visit the F5F Boxed Sets page on my website for more information and links.
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      Just One Hometown Hero is Cassie’s story, as well as a reunion story and a small town romance: Cassie goes back to the town she couldn’t wait to leave when she’s invited to a christening. She has no intention of staying away from New York any longer than necessary, but when she crosses paths with Reid Jackson, who she remembers as the baddest boy in high school, she recognizes a chance for a little diversion. Reid is more than happy to get up close and personal since Cassie was always off-limits to him. But something magical happens between these two, and it’s more than just great sex. They start talking, challenging each other and confiding in each other. Because it’s supposed to be just one encounter, they each think they have nothing to lose—and as a result of taking that chance to confide in someone else, they gain everything. I love how Cassie and Reid created a love that is more than either of them ever expected to find, a perfect love for both of them, and I hope you enjoy their story.

      Next in the Flatiron Five Fitness series is a novella, Two Weddings and a Baby. Cassie and Reid get married in this short work, as do Haley and Damon. I like weddings and wanted to attend both of these—plus there’s an unexpected arrival at one of them.

      The fifth partner at the Flatiron Five Fitness is Theo, who gets his story in Just One Second Chance. This is a second chance story as well as an inter-racial romance. You’ll have a peek at Theo’s regrets about the past in Cassie’s story, which should tempt you to read on and learn more. I had once thought this would be the last story set at the club in Manhattan, but the characters have changed my mind. They all want their stories told! Next up will be Jax, in Just One Silver Fox, coming in 2021.

      There’s also a spin-off series set in the Flatiron Five Fitness world called Flatiron Five Tattoo. In Damon and Haley’s book, Just One Night Together, Chynna opened her tattoo shop at F5F: it’s rumored that she can give a tattoo on the full moon that helps the recipient find true love. Cassie gets the first tattoo, which doesn’t yield results until she goes home to Montrose River. The Flatiron Five Tattoo series tells the stories of the firs three people to get those tattoos. Three friends from Maine visit F5F while on a girls’ weekend in Manhattan. Just One Snowbound Night is the first book in the series, which is complete with four books. (The fourth one is Chynna’s story.)

      The Flatiron Five Fitness series takes place in real time—this book begins in May 2017. You can find a timeline for the series on my website, along with a list of characters. They’re all under the Flatiron Five Fitness tab.

      You can keep up to date with my contemporary romances by subscribing to my Heroes & Happy Endings newsletter.

      Until next time, I hope you have plenty of good books to read!

      All my best,

      Deborah

      http://DeborahCooke.com
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        April 19—Montrose River, Illinois

      

      

      It was true that no good deed went unpunished.

      Reid surveyed the mess from the shattered jar of dill pickles and shook his head. “Lionel?” he called, not really expecting an answer.

      There wasn’t one.

      He strode to the back room of the Montrose River Shop ’n Save to get the mop and bucket. He grabbed the dustpan and broom in the other hand, yelled for Lionel one more time, knowing it was an exercise in futility, and went back to the pickle aisle. Naturally, it had been the extra large size jar. He’d swept up the glass and most of the pickles by the time Lionel appeared at the end of the aisle.

      The kid looked sheepish.

      To be fair, Lionel Stewart always looked embarrassed or as if he’d rather be anywhere else in the world. He was a really tall kid, almost as tall as Reid even at sixteen, and so thin that if he turned sideways, he just might disappear. Reid was halfway convinced that if he looked up ‘nerd’ in the dictionary, there’d be a picture of his newest employee. Lionel had thick glasses with masking tape on the nose bridge as well as on one side. The poor kid’s mother really did dress him funny: his jeans were always a bit too short and his shirts were awful. Today’s choice was a plaid flannel shirt that was probably warm but its orange and turquoise pattern hurt the eyes. Reid hoped it had been on sale.

      He’d given the kid a job in the hope of helping him. One week in, Reid was starting to doubt his impulse.

      “Sorry,” Lionel said, a familiar tremor in his voice. The kid had the biggest Adam’s apple Reid had ever seen and it worked up and down all the time.

      “Where’d you go?” Reid asked as he mopped up the brine. He reminded himself that Lionel’s looks and his clothes weren’t the kid’s fault. Even his name wasn’t his fault.

      Who named a kid Lionel?

      “Um, I had to leave.”

      “Because there was a mess to clean up? Because you don’t like the smell of dills?”

      Lionel flushed and dropped his gaze. “Sorry.”

      Reid leaned on the mop and ensured his tone was patient. “Maybe you could tell me what happened.” He knew Lionel would tell him every detail. The kid couldn’t summarize to save his life. He either apologized, with no explanation, or delivered a lecture.

      “Mrs. Lang couldn’t reach the pickles.” Lionel gestured to the top shelf, where this size of jar and brand of pickle was displayed. “She asked me to get her a jar, so I stopped unpacking the salsa.” He indicated the box of bottled salsa, open and half-emptied at the other end of the aisle. “And I got a jar of pickles for her.”

      “All right. So far, so good. How’d they end up on the floor?”

      Lionel’s blush deepened. “When I turned around, Jasmine was with her.”

      “Jasmine Lang, Mrs. Lang’s daughter. Okay. Did she break the jar?”

      “No!” Lionel became almost incoherent in his agitation. “She was there. She was looking at me. It was Jasmine! The jar slipped. It broke. I ran.”

      Reid pushed a hand through his hair. “Does this mean you like Jasmine?” He watched Lionel hang his head. “Or is it all sixteen-year-old girls who are cute?”

      “Jasmine,” Lionel mumbled miserably.

      “Well, that’s a relief, given the number of cute sixteen-year-old girls in town.” Reid had hoped Lionel would smile, but he didn’t. “So, in future, you’re only going to bolt and run when Jasmine comes into the store? Because I can have Jackie make an announcement whenever the Langs come into the store, and you can hide in the back until they’re gone...”

      “No!” Lionel wailed.

      “Or you could actually stay out here, do your job, and talk to her.”

      All the color drained from Lionel’s face. “You don’t understand, sir.”

      “I do understand. But you need to man up here, Lionel, and actually do your job when you’re getting paid to do your job. And when you make a mess, you need to clean it up. Someone could slip and fall.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Did Mrs. Lang get her pickles?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Probably not, since she couldn’t reach them.” Reid took a jar and handed it to Lionel. “Go find her, give her the pickles, apologize, and tell her they’re with my compliments.”

      Lionel took a step backward, clutching the jar. “But Jasmine might be with her!”

      “You could say hi to her while you’re there.”

      Lionel shook from head to toe, his eyes wide with horror. His Adam’s apple went up and down like a jammed elevator. “You don’t understand, sir. I like Jasmine but she never looks at me...”

      Reid interrupted him. “I’m telling you to do this because I understand perfectly. When I was your age, I worked here, doing just what you do. It was my first job.”

      “You didn’t,” Lionel said with suspicion.

      “I did. It was considered to be a bad choice on the part of the owner, an old guy named Marty.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I was trouble. You can ask anyone you think is old. They’ll tell you.”

      “And this job changed your life?” Lionel said, his tone skeptical.

      “In a way it did,” Reid admitted. “But that’s not what this story is about. You see, there was this girl.” He inhaled, remembering, well aware that Lionel was watching him closely. A guy never forgot the first girl to ever catch his eye, especially if she was off-limits. “Cassie. She was this gorgeous reckless tomboy who could dance like nothing on earth. Her hair was long and shiny. She smelled amazing.”

      “You got close enough to smell her?”

      “Only when she walked by. There was this waft.” Reid gave Lionel a hard look and the kid nodded, understanding perfectly. “But she didn’t even know I was alive.”

      Which had been Marty’s intention, but Lionel didn’t need to know that part.

      Lionel gripped the jar, rapt. “What happened?”

      “Nothing, because I knew better than to talk to her. She left town after graduation and never came back.” He leaned closer, aware that he was leaving out Marty’s one and only rule. The point was that he was passing on a lesson. “I missed my chance to talk to her, Lionel, because I was a chicken.” The kid swallowed. “What would she have done if I’d spoke to her?”

      “Laughed?”

      Reid shook his head. “Probably not. She probably would have answered me. She was a nice girl, just like Jasmine is a nice girl. That probably would have been it, but there’s really not a lot to risk here.”

      Lionel swallowed and stared past Reid down the aisle. “Really?”

      “Really. Take Mrs. Lang the pickles, then come back and mop this floor one more time. I want to be sure there aren’t any glass shards anywhere.”

      “Yes, sir.” Lionel walked past Reid, holding that jar as if it contained all the confidence on the planet.

      Reid hoped the kid wouldn’t shatter another jar just with the pressure of his grip. He spotted a dill under the lip of the shelf down by the box of salsa and went to sweep it up. He’d only taken two steps when he heard the distinctive sound of a large jar of pickles smashing on the floor.

      “Lionel!” he roared in frustration and spun.

      He froze, his words dying on his lips.

      There was a woman coming down the aisle, navigating her way around the pickles and the astonished Lionel, who was apparently frozen to the floor at the end of the aisle. It was no wonder Lionel was staring: she was gorgeous. Dressed all in black, she was wearing a short skirt and a leather jacket. Her hair was gleaming blond and swept up high. It shone in a familiar way that made Reid’s mouth go dry. Earrings glittered on her earlobes and she wore fine leather gloves. Red ones. Her lipstick was the same color of red. She looked polished and expensive.

      And hot.

      She looked so different from the women in Montrose River that she might have come from Mars.

      It was her black leather boots that stole his breath away, though. They were amazing. They had pointed toes and stiletto heels and rose so high that the tops disappeared under the hem of her skirt. Fetish boots, or as close to them as Reid had seen in a very long time.

      She’d come from the city. Reid wasn’t sure which city, but it was one he really wanted to visit.

      Now.

      He also wanted to find the top of those boots and feel her skin wherever they ended. Because her skin would be smooth and soft, like polished ivory. Scented. Then he’d let his fingers wander north from the top of the boots. She was a woman who made him want to be really bad, over and over again. Just the sight of her made him yearn for the old days, when he’d been trouble.

      Because she seemed to be looking for it.

      Then Reid realized who she was and felt a little too much commonality with Lionel.

      As sure as he drew breath, it was Cassie Wilson strolling toward him, all grown up and more beautiful than ever.

      She wasn’t a tomboy anymore.

      Was she still reckless?

      He’d bet his last buck that she still smelled like heaven.

      If he’d been a man who believed in luck, he might have thought he’d invoked her.

      As it was, he wondered what had brought her back to town.

      She smiled at Lionel as she passed him, spared a glance for Reid, then glanced down the aisle toward the salsa.

      As indifferent as ever.

      “Excuse me,” she said and Reid stepped back, because he was standing in the middle of the aisle.

      “Don’t slip,” he advised before Cassie did exactly that.

      He saw her eyes widen and her lips part. He heard her heel slide on the linoleum, then he caught her around the waist just in time. He was holding her tightly against his side, his every teenage fantasy come to life, and thought he might have died and gone to heaven when her hands landed on his shoulders.

      “Thank you,” she said, a little breathless, then looked at him again. Those eyes were as sparkling and blue as Reid remembered. He could have drowned in them.

      Then Cassie frowned a little. “Wait a minute. Aren’t you Reid Jackson?”

      He’d been sure his whole life that she didn’t even know his name.

      But she did, and she was back in town, and to Reid that meant he had a second chance.

      He wasn’t the kind of man who let opportunity go to waste.
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      It was good that Cassie had left Montrose River. Within hours of her arrival, she was feeling a familiar desperation to run. She knew she would have died of boredom by now if she’d stayed one minute longer than she had. Everything was exactly the same as she remembered. There was almost no work. There was a tragic quantity of warm, practical clothing and she’d forgotten her dislike of hunting gear in camouflage orange. There were too many pickup trucks, and not one restaurant that would have survived a New York minute in Manhattan. Even the music in the Shop ’n Save was the same.

      She’d also forgotten about Huey Lewis and the News.

      She’d liked their music once, in another lifetime.

      If this is it...

      The scary thing was that she remembered the words.

      Coming home was a step into the past, which meant Cassie hated Montrose River more than she had as a teenager. There were more stores boarded up on Main Street, and the ones she remembered looked tired. She found it depressing, and even though the Shop ’n Save had been updated a bit, it was close enough to being the same.

      She was already wondering why she’d come on Thursday instead of Saturday. She’d had a bad travel day, with a delayed flight from New York meaning that she’d missed her connection at O’Hare. She was trying to remember why she’d decided that staying with Nick and Tori was a good idea and doing her best to be cheerful and helpful to her friend when she marched down the pickle aisle, slipped, and was caught by Reid Jackson.

      Montrose River’s original bad boy.

      And its only superstar.

      What the hell was he doing here?

      He was still good looking—wickedly handsome, actually—still tall and dark with those glinting eyes. But Reid had grown up. Big time. He’d kept that steady stare with a hint of challenge in it, the look that dared you to prove that you were as audacious as he was. You could see that his nose had been broken once, but now she understood why he’d never gotten it fixed. It gave him a dangerous air, one that suited him well. He had two days’ growth of beard, which made him look like a pirate, but it wasn’t sloppy. She’d guess he spent a lot of time trimming his beard so it was just so. Her mother would still say he was trouble on a stick—or maybe that he was an accident looking for a place to happen.

      He still made Cassie’s heart skip.

      She remembered how much he’d intrigued her. How was it possible for a person to not care about anything? At all? He’d been cavalier, audacious, rebellious and willing to do anything. He should have been in jail by now.

      Twice.

      But there had been football. Cassie remembered watching him play. On the field, he’d been a brilliant, almost psychic, quarterback. It was the one place he shone. She remembered how he’d been picked by a Big Ten college team and how everyone in town had been so proud of him—conveniently forgetting all their convictions of his doomed future.

      She also remembered the news reports when Reid had ruined not one but both knees and had to retire from football before even finishing college. She’d felt badly for him at the time, as any chance of a pro contract evaporated.

      Maybe that was why he’d come back to Montrose River.

      Maybe he had nowhere else to go.

      Reid had been dangerously attractive back in the day but now he was hot. He had broad shoulders and Cassie could feel the steel of his muscles in the arm wrapped around her waist. She told herself that her interest was professional, seeing as she was part owner in a fitness club.

      He must work out. A lot.

      She reminded herself that he must have fathered a dozen kids in town by now, but stared into his eyes and tingled instead.

      That cocky confidence he’d possessed in high school seemed to have multiplied tenfold and Cassie’s heart was racing as a result. He held her against his side as if he had no intention of letting her go, and smiled down at her, as if she was on his menu for lunch. The look in his eyes made Cassie yearn to be gobbled up by this big bad wolf.

      Soon.

      Maybe she should gobble him up. She wasn’t the girl she’d been once upon a time—and she didn’t have to follow anybody’s rules anymore.

      She was only in Montrose River for the weekend, after all.

      “I wouldn’t have expected you to recognize me, Cassie Wilson,” he said and his voice was a lot deeper than she remembered. She actually felt it rumble in his chest, right against hers, and her nipples tightened.

      How was it that she hadn’t even known that his eyes were such an amazing shade of green?

      “Why not?” she said lightly. “You haven’t changed that much.”

      He seemed to find that amusing. “While you have.” His admiration of that was more than clear and Cassie felt flustered in an unfamiliar way.

      “Well, it’s been fifteen years.” She tried to step away but Reid held her a little tighter.

      Cassie liked it a lot more than she knew she should.

      “You’ll slip here,” he said, his voice low and silky, then practically carried her down the aisle to a place where the floor was dry. He was rock solid. That took dedication and many, many hours in the gym. Cassie respected that and the result. “Better?”

      “Perfect. Thanks.” Cassie reminded herself to lift her hands away from his shoulders. The way Reid’s eyes twinkled told her that he’d noticed the delay and that only increased her agitation. “Why don’t you think I’d remember you? You were so notorious, badder than bad, and then you were famous.”

      He grinned, a dazzling sight at close proximity. “Still am bad by all accounts. Ask your mom.”

      Cassie smiled, sensing that he didn’t want to talk about his career that had stopped before it really started. “Did you fulfill expectations and go to prison yet?”

      “Not for long,” he said easily, and she didn’t know if it was a joke or not. She cleared her throat and he released her, his hand moving to her elbow. She liked that he made sure she was steady on her feet before dropping his hand. There was something delicious about a man who was protective.

      She liked men who were thorough, too.

      She also liked the way his fingertips slid over her hip before he lifted his hand away. It was a quick gesture, one that no one else would have noticed, but Cassie nearly shivered from that stroke. It was easy to imagine those hands on her bare skin. There was something even more delicious about a man wicked enough to make his desires clear.

      “Looking for something in particular?” he asked, his tone just as light as hers.

      Cassie refused to see any innuendo in his question, although there was a gleam in Reid’s eyes. She realized then that he’d been holding a mop.

      “Wait. You work here?” she asked, horrified that he’d never moved beyond that job in her uncle’s store. “Still? Again?” Maybe he managed the store or something. She didn’t remember who had taken over the store when Uncle Marty retired. She assumed it had been sold when he died. Cassie reminded herself that there wasn’t a lot of opportunity in a small town but she was still disappointed.

      Knowing what she did of Reid, this job was probably just a cover. Maybe he fenced electronics or fleeced little old ladies these days.

      Maybe he had a rich girlfriend.

      Who?

      He seemed to bite back a smile, which Cassie didn’t understand. “You could say that.”

      Cassie heard a baby howl, recognized it as Emily, and knew Tori would be waiting for her. She was supposed to be part of the solution to Tori hosting a baby christening despite a desperate lack of sleep. “I’m looking for salsa verde,” she said to Reid. “Do you have any?”

      “Two brands. Right here.” He gave the teenager a hard look. “Pickles to Mrs. Lang, Lionel, then come back and clean up this mess.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      So, he did manage the store. Cassie tried to respect that and failed.

      In fact, she felt a bit sorry for Reid. He’d almost escaped Montrose River with that college deal, but had ended up back here just the same.

      As if opportunity had never come knocking.

      “This one’s a little more expensive, but it’s organic,” Reid said to her, indicating the one jar.

      “But a higher level of heat. I’ll take both, just to be sure.” She watched his hands as he lifted the jar and admired their lean strength. No rings. Did she dare make her weekend a little more exciting? It was tempting but she should know better than to tangle with a guy like Reid Jackson.

      He gave her the jars, feeding that tingle when their hands brushed. “Didn’t you move to Chicago?”

      “New York.”

      “It looks like life is treating you well.” The appreciation in his gaze was undisguised. He had a good look at her boots and Cassie smiled. Apparently, they shared an affection for tall black boots.

      “I’m a part-owner of a fitness club,” she said. “I like it.”

      “Good for you.” His gaze drifted down to the boots again.

      “Like them?” she asked, posing a little.

      “Very much.” His gaze met hers again and a devilish smile curved his lips. “I can’t see quite how high they go, though.”

      “That’s for me to know.”

      “And maybe me to find out.” He grinned when Cassie flushed a little. “Not a tomboy anymore,” he murmured, his opinion more than clear.

      “No. I’m all girl now.”

      “Woman,” Reid corrected and shook his head. “All woman, Cassie, and it’s a very good thing.” His gaze rose to hers again even as she blushed. “And you’re back for...?”

      It was a damn shame that he was wearing jeans and not a suit. In a tux, she knew he’d steal her breath away.

      She was having a hard time taking a full breath even now.

      In fact, the sight of Reid turned out might seriously compromise her determination to keep her distance.

      A tux, or even a suit, and she’d be his for the taking, reputation be damned.

      “The christening,” Cassie admitted. “Nick and Tori’s daughter, Emily.”

      “Right. Just for the weekend, then.” He nodded. “Takes high stakes to bring you back, Cassie Wilson,” he continued, his tone teasing. “I don’t remember you coming for the wedding, even though it was your cousin and best friend getting hitched.”

      “They stopped in New York on their honeymoon so I didn’t have to.”

      “Bet your mom loved that decision.”

      “I was working,” Cassie said, hearing a familiar bit of defensiveness in her tone. Why did everyone find it so hard to believe that Montrose River wasn’t a draw for her? “Even now, I’m just here until Sunday night.”

      Emily wailed so loudly that both Cassie and Reid looked toward the check-out.

      “Well, maybe our paths will cross again. Enjoy,” Reid said, indicating the salsa, then turned back to the mop.

      Cassie treated herself to a look at his butt, telling herself that her interest was professional, then walked carefully down the aisle. She felt Reid watching her and wondered if she would see him again. She had just about nothing to lose in town now, and indulging her curiosity about the baddest boy in town was a serious temptation.

      She wondered if she was more wicked than Reid these days, which made her smile.

      Would he be at the christening? She expected that pretty much everyone in town would be. Would he wear a suit? What would happen if she jumped his bones at the christening?

      She’d leave them with something to talk about in town, at least.

      She could be brave in Montrose River, since her tormentor had moved away and wasn’t coming for the christening. She’d double-checked that he’d be absent, just to make sure.

      Tori was in line to check out, bouncing Emily in a futile effort to stop the baby from getting even louder. “Great!” she said when Cassie came into view. She was clearly desperate to get out of the store before the baby barfed or howled or whatever it was that babies did when they were upset. Mere hours in her cousin Nick’s house had nearly convinced Cassie to make it surgically impossible for her to reproduce. Clearly, she lacked the baby love gene.

      “Thanks!” Cassie helped to pack the groceries so they got out of the store as quickly as possible.

      Emily calmed down as soon as they were outside.

      “I knew it,” Tori said, cuddling the baby under the chin. “She was just too warm in there.” Emily gurgled and drooled and Cassie averted her gaze.

      To think that people conceived by choice. It was beyond belief.

      The outside air wasn’t nearly as spring-like as Cassie had expected it to be in April. It had been balmy in Manhattan but not in Montrose River. As much as she loved her boots, she had to admit that they weren’t the most sensible choice here. Tori pushed the cart toward the minivan, carrying the cooing Emily. Cassie followed, picking her path with care, not really listening to her oldest friend’s update on everything and everyone.

      She had time to decide that Sunday night couldn’t come soon enough—and then she saw the car.

      It was a sleek sports car in cherry red, polished to a gleam. It looked completely out of place in the parking lot of the Shop ’n Save, and the other drivers knew it, because there was a space around it, as if it was on display. Untouchable. The minivans, pickup trucks, and economy cars kept their distance from its gleaming perfection.

      “That’s an Aston Martin,” Cassie whispered, halfway thinking it was a mirage. The one thing she didn’t like about Manhattan was that it made no sense to have a car. She loved cars. She’d grown up hanging around her uncle’s garage, the garage that now belonged to her cousin Nick, running errands and sometimes being allowed to help with repairs.

      Cassie missed cars, especially the fabulous ones. She’d learned to drive at the garage and had been allowed to move vehicles from the lot into the bay and back, once she’d shown a talent for parking with accuracy. She remembered the chance to drive an old Corvette that Nick had bought to fix up as one of the highlights of her life here.

      But a car like this... Cassie wasn’t even sure she’d ever seen one in person before.

      She took a step closer and peered inside, noting the creamy leather upholstery. It was meticulously maintained, as if it was brand new.

      Someone’s baby.

      She wondered whose.

      It had to be a visitor in town—but why would anyone with this much money visit this town by choice?

      “Yes, that’s his latest,” Tori said, fishing in her purse for her keys.

      “Who?”

      “Reid Jackson.”

      Cassie was shocked and skeptical. “Reid Jackson owns this car?”

      “Yup.” Tori pushed the remote and the back hatch of the navy minivan opened. “I think he’s only had it since Christmas.”

      “But he’s still working at the Shop ’n Save!”

      Tori laughed. “He owns the Shop ’n Save, Cassie.” She gestured with her keys. “He bought it from Uncle Marty.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “And he owns Monroe’s Hardware, and the gas station, and the liquor store, and about three quarters of the rental real estate in town. He built those new apartments on the other side of town a few years ago, too.”

      Cassie had a hard time making sense of her friend’s words. “Reid is rich?”

      “Doesn’t Ally tell you anything?” Tori demanded, referring to Cassie’s younger sister.

      “No.” Cassie bit off the word and got a hard look from her friend. The last thing she wanted to do was talk about her sister, except maybe talk to her sister.

      “She’s coming Sunday, you know.”

      “I’m sure we can manage to avoid each other, even in close proximity.”

      “Cassie!”

      “We were talking about Reid,” she reminded her friend.

      Tori cocked a finger at her. “No, we were talking about Reid being rich. I guess he is. He’s worked hard for it, though. No one gave him anything. And he’s a nice guy, too. He gave my cousin a break on her rent when she was sick.”

      “Reid is rich and he’s nice?” Cassie couldn’t quite comprehend that both things could be true.

      Tori laughed. “I know! There are plenty of people in town who still don’t believe it.”

      Montrose River wasn’t very big, but it had still had a wrong side of the tracks. Reid had been from that part of town and Cassie knew he’d been very poor. He’d had a chance with that football scholarship, but it hadn’t amounted to anything, thanks to his knees. She turned to glance back at the independent grocery store, seeing it with new eyes. It had been updated and the parking lot had been repaved.

      Reid himself came out of the store and smiled when he saw her beside the car. “Like it?”

      “It’s gorgeous. My cousins would kill to touch an Aston Martin.”

      “Oh, they’re getting used to it,” Reid said easily. “This is my third, and they do the oil changes for me. One of them always takes it for a spin.” He tossed his keys and caught them. “Want a ride somewhere?”

      Cassie glanced toward Tori and the minivan, then at Reid. His eyes lit and she took a chance, telling him what she really wanted. “No. I want to drive it.”

      After all, her cousins had driven it already.

      “But you aren’t going to change the oil, are you?” Reid murmured. There was mischief in his expression, mischief that tempted Cassie to have him name his price.

      “You want something in exchange?” she asked, having a very good idea what she might suggest. She was feeling the need to be a bit wild and it looked like Reid might meet her halfway.

      He was, by far, the most interesting thing about returning to Montrose River so far.

      And she wanted very badly to surprise him.

      “One kiss,” he said and tossed the keys into the air, catching them again. “You can drive it wherever you want for one kiss.”

      Cassie shook her head. “That’s it? I expected a tougher bargain from you, Reid.”

      “Like what?” His voice was low and soft, his gaze unswerving.

      “I thought you’d want to find out where my boots end.”

      He laughed out loud, obviously surprised by her comment. His eyes glowed with interest. “I didn’t think you’d go for that. My mistake.”

      “But a kiss it is. You sold yourself short, Reid.”

      “Maybe I’ll have a chance to make another offer,” he murmured.

      “I should help Tori,” she said, remembering why she was in town.

      “Go!” Tori called, obviously having overheard their conversation. Her eyes were sparkling. “Dinner in one hour.” She pointed at Cassie. “I expect you to be on time and then do the dishes for this.”

      “Looks like you’re free, after all,” Reid said.

      Cassie dropped her voice low. “Don’t be fooled. I’m very expensive.”

      Reid laughed. “But worth every penny, I’m sure.”

      His gaze was so hot that Cassie had to avert her gaze. She checked her watch. “We can’t go far.”

      He nodded. “Lover’s Leap, maybe,” he said, his gaze returning to hers. There was a dare in his expression. “The road has some nice curves on the way there. It’s good for getting a feel for the gearbox.”

      Their gazes met and locked, the gleam in his eyes making Cassie’s heart pound. She’d never made out at Lover’s Leap. She’d never liked a guy enough to do it—or the ones she’d liked hadn’t liked her enough to offer.

      The curves in the road weren’t the real reason Reid wanted to go there and she knew it.

      “Uh huh,” Cassie said. “You just want to get more than we agreed upon.”

      “And I’m prepared to give more for it.” His grin widened as he leaned closer, giving Cassie the sense that she’d made a deal with the devil himself. His voice dropped low. “You can collect anything you want from me, anytime, Cassie Wilson.”

      Cassie’s heart stopped, then raced. She plucked the keys from Reid’s hand, their skin brushing one more time in that electric way. “Lover’s Leap it is.”
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      Of course, Cassie could drive a stick.

      Reid had worried for only a moment about the fate of his car’s gear box, but as soon as Cassie took the wheel, he’d recognized her confidence. She adjusted the seat and mirrors, started the engine and smiled at the sound of it. She worked through the gears once to get a feel for the gear box, her foot on the clutch, then backed out of the spot. She waved to Tori, who was probably going to spend the next hour on the phone sharing Reid’s conversation with Cassie, then squealed the tires when she pulled out of the parking lot.

      “Oh, this is nice,” she said, halfway under her breath.

      Reid was watching her legs, sheathed in that gleaming black leather. He was also thinking about her quip that he’d sold himself short, and wondering what she’d do about it. For the moment, he was content to let this bolder Cassie take the lead.

      It seemed to be what she wanted.

      Once out of town, she accelerated smoothly, at one with the car as she navigated the curves in the road. Reid smiled at her pleasure in the vehicle. “What kind of car do you have?” he asked.

      “I don’t have one at all. It doesn’t make a lot of sense to have one in the city.”

      “What does Nick think of that?”

      Her smile was quick. “That it’s a good reason to never live in Manhattan. I don’t think he could stand being without a car.”

      “And you?”

      “I miss driving, but I really like living in the city.”

      “And you don’t miss Montrose River.”

      “Not one bit.” She stopped at a stop sign and cast him a sparkling glance. “Why did you come back here?”

      “Why not? There’s something comforting about a place where you know all the rules...”

      “Because you broke them all.”

      “And you know all the people.” Reid continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “It’s home.” He shrugged, not knowing how to explain it better than that. “Doesn’t it feel like home to you?”

      Cassie shook her head. “Flatiron Five Fitness is my home.”

      Reid didn’t recognize the name. “Where?”

      “The fitness club in Manhattan. I’m one of five partners and it’s in the Flatiron district.”

      “Five women?” Reid had to think that a club run by five women as gorgeous and polished as Cassie would be a huge hit in any city.

      Maybe he was due for a trip to New York.

      Cassie smiled and shook her head. “Four guys and me.”

      He gave her an appraising glance. “Uh huh.”

      “It’s not like that, although there was a time when I wished it was, at least with one of the guys. He’s married now, and two of the others are in serious relationships. Theo and I are the hold-outs.”

      She said this easily, as if being single in her early thirties was no big deal.

      “What’s your mom think of that?”

      “You can guess. I should have had at least four kids by now in her estimation. My being single drives her crazy.” Cassie sighed. “I’m sure, for example, that there will be at least one eligible bachelor crossing my path this weekend.”

      Reid smiled. “Why does that sound like it’s not going to work?”

      “Because it won’t,” she said with resolve. “I make my own choices, and I’m definitely going to find my own partner.”

      “Partner,” he echoed. “Is that a lover or a husband?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “It could.”

      “I want a partnership, a relationship of equals, something that lasts more than a night or a month.”

      “Babies.”

      “No.” She flicked a quick glance Reid’s way, but to her relief, he didn’t seem to realize that it wasn’t a simple question or answer for her. “Just permanence. Aren’t you looking for that, too?”

      Reid shook his head. “No. I believe in making the most of the moment, and in making promises I can keep.”

      She stopped at another stop sign and turned to look at him. “People promise the future to each other all the time.”

      “And how many of them manage to keep the promise?” There was something about Cassie that let Reid be more honest with her. Maybe it was that she was leaving, and that he didn’t really think he had a chance with her. “It’s betting on the outcome, making guarantees without knowing all the variables. No wonder so many couples split up.”

      “So, you’ll never get married?”

      Reid shook his head. “Never,” he said with finality, knowing there was no point in pretending he was different than he was. He winked at her. “But it’s a matter of pride that I always show a lady the best time I can, for as long as I can.”

      “That sounds like a contract.” She lifted a brow. “Or a negotiation.”

      “It’s a philosophy.” He sensed her disapproval and felt the need to provoke her a bit. “I’m going to guess that you subscribe more to the ideal of dreams than the practicality of objectives.”

      “What if I do?”

      “Then you can’t be surprised if you don’t ever get what you want.”

      “What?” She squealed the tires as she pulled away from the stop sign. He noted the stubborn set of her lips and the indignation flashing in her eyes and thought she looked amazing.

      “It’s a question of perspective and of terminology.”

      “I don’t see how having a dream can keep you from getting what you want...”

      “Because just using the word ‘dream’ makes it sound unattainable and elusive, or even worse, beyond your own control. You need luck to achieve a dream, or someone else’s help, or divine intervention.” Reid shook his head. “I like better odds than that.”

      Cassie considered that for a moment before she replied. “So, no dreams?”

      “Not for me. I have objectives. Achieving them is entirely up to me. No matter what the goal is, I can put the pieces in motion and make my own luck.”

      “That can’t work for everything. It can’t work for love, for example.”

      “But I’m not that interested in love,” he replied, which was true. “Let’s compare our philosophies here. You’re waiting to find true love, or a guy just like your partner who married someone else.”

      “I didn’t say that!”

      “You might as well have.” He noticed how deeply she blushed. So, she was still hot for the partner who was married. “I wish you luck with that dream, but I’m also going to guess that you’ll spend a long time waiting for true love, thinking your glass is half-empty.”

      Her lips tightened for a moment. “While you?”

      “I see my glass as half full. It’s good but there’s always room for improvement. I’ll enjoy every minute, though, and appreciate what I have.”

      “That doesn’t sound like much of an objective.” She parked the car at Lover’s Leap and turned off the ignition. Then she turned an expectant glance on him.

      Reid smiled. “My objective right now is to see you again this weekend, preferably in the next twenty-four hours. I’d like you to negotiate for something else you want from me, and I’m going to guess that whatever it is, I’ll be willing to participate.” He indicated her purse. “So, I can put the pieces in motion to make that objective more of a possibility. Pull up the address book on your phone.”

      Cassie did as instructed.

      Reid beckoned and she smiled a little as she handed the phone to him. He quickly added himself to her list of contacts with his own cell phone number, saved it, and handed the phone back to her, looking her straight in the eye. “Call me anytime.”

      “To negotiate.” She seemed to find that amusing.

      “To do anything you want. I’m open to the possibilities.”

      “Did your father teach you that philosophy?”

      Reid snorted. “No. Marty taught me that.”

      “My uncle Marty?”

      “The very same. He’s the one who gave me a chance and a kick in the ass.” Reid shrugged. “More than one of those, actually. The only thing my old man ever taught me was to be quick enough to get him another beer before the one in his hand was empty.”

      He could feel her watching him and changed the subject before she could ask him a question about his family. “Devin Crawford.” he said. “That’s my guess for bachelor number one.”

      Cassie grimaced. “Why?”

      “Because he just got divorced and every mother in town is trying to fix him up.”

      “This is what I don’t miss! All this gossip.”

      “It’s not gossip. It’s fact.”

      She spared him a killing glance. “It’s speculation about other people.”

      Reid shook his head. “No. I don’t gossip. If there are established facts, I might choose to share them, but I don’t speculate about others.”

      “Why not?”

      “You don’t have to be on the wrong end of that kind of speculation to see how destructive it can be.”

      Her sidelong glance was more considering this time, and Reid felt as if he’d inadvertently confessed a secret. He frowned and continued. “Also, Devin lives in town, and I’ll guess your mom wants you to move back to Montrose River.”

      “Don’t be so sure of that,” Cassie replied, her tone a little bitter.

      Reid resisted the urge to ask more about her family. “Well, maybe Tori does.”

      “Maybe.”

      “And he’s considered by those who worry about such things to be good-looking, responsible, and a nice guy. I guess that makes him a suitable date and good catch.”

      Cassie made a face that reassured Reid about Devin. Her words did even more. “I don’t even remember him.”

      Reid didn’t note that Cassie seemed to have tried to forget them all. “You probably do. He used to wear glasses, but had surgery. His dad’s an electrician, and he always did well in math. He went to college for computer stuff and now runs his own company. IT stuff.”

      “Sounds like you’re trying to fix me up now.”

      Reid laughed. “Hardly!”

      “Tell me what’s wrong with him, then.”

      “Never. It’s a small town, Cassie. I only have good things to say about my neighbors.”

      She studied him, assessment in her eyes. “Is that new, too?”

      “No. I never say bad things about anyone. I told you. No gossip.”

      “Does that stop anyone from saying bad things about you?”

      “But are they bad things if they’re true?”

      She laughed then, an honest laugh that made her eyes dance. Then her gaze dropped to his lips. “You know, I used to think that kissing you would be the worst possible thing a girl could do to her life and her reputation.”

      “I hope I can live up to that kind of pressure.”

      She laughed again. “You’d better if you ever want another one.”

      Reid held her gaze. “Cassie Wilson, when did you become a tease?”

      “I’m not a tease,” she said. “I deliver on my promises.”

      “Now, I’m the one with expectations about this kiss. Maybe I’ll be able to tell Devin what he’s missing.”

      Cassie shook her head and reached for him, sliding her hand around the back of his neck. Reid almost shivered at the smooth feel of her leather gloves, then he felt a surge of heat at her scent. She still smelled clean and feminine, although her perfume was seriously sexy stuff. Having her lips so close, so red, so ripe, awakened a primal urge within him. He thought about slinging her over his shoulder and taking her home for the night.

      Or the weekend.

      He could see the creamy perfection of her cleavage and her skirt had pulled up a little, revealing an increment of smooth thigh above the top of one boot. He looked and swallowed and she smiled.

      “Now you’re the one talking too much,” she whispered, her voice low and husky. She met his gaze, then leaned closer and touched her lips to his.

      Reid wasn’t going to settle for a little kiss. He speared his fingers into Cassie’s hair and drew her closer, slanting his mouth over hers and sealing his lips to hers. When she made a little purr of satisfaction, he deepened his kiss, feeling a sudden determination to look like a better option than Devin Crawford.
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      What a kiss.

      Cassie halfway thought she’d died and gone to heaven. A long spell of celibacy wasn’t doing one thing to diminish the effect of Reid’s kiss, never mind his sheer expertise. She wasn’t going to think about how many kisses he’d given to practice his technique, or even how swiftly he’d changed the balance of power so that it was his kiss instead of hers.

      She was just going to enjoy.

      The best part was that he took his time. There was no rush. He didn’t push. He coaxed and cajoled, kissing her deeply, lingeringly, thoroughly, then pulling back a little and letting her pursue him. He knew she’d want more and even though Cassie hated being predictable, she couldn’t resist the temptation of demanding more.

      Her hands framed his face and her eyes closed as she surrendered to his kiss. She smelled his skin and felt his heat, but the interior of the car seemed dark and private. She could hear the falls in the distance and smell the pines that grew on this peak. Otherwise, there was only the sound of a few birds.

      Reid had one hand cupping her nape and the other resting on her thigh. She smiled into his kiss when she felt his hand move higher, sliding over the smooth leather and under the hem of her skirt. She felt his fingertips brush against her skin, then run around the top of the boots to the back of her leg. His fingers spread wide then, his palm smooth and warm against her leg, as his hand moved up to cup her buttocks. He made a little moan of approval, a sound that Cassie swallowed easily, then gave her a little squeeze. She rolled her hips, liking his touch, and found his fingertips between her thighs.

      She gasped when his fingers brushed across the thin cotton crotch of underwear and caught her breath when the heat of his fingertip flicked against her. She pulled back to meet his gaze, knowing she looked disheveled and flushed. “You are fast.”

      “You are irresistible,” he murmured and moved his fingers against her, slow and sure, as he held her gaze.

      Cassie gasped and barely kept from moaning aloud. “You are a dangerous man,” she said, hearing how husky her own voice was. She didn’t move away, though, and saw the glint of satisfaction in his eyes.

      Reid smiled, clearly having no issue with her enthusiasm. “Come all the way over here, Cassie,” he invited, with no doubt that she would comply.

      And why not? If the reward was more of his touch, Cassie wasn’t going to decline. She didn’t know how she did it exactly, but she managed to climb over the console and into Reid’s lap without getting all tangled up. The short skirt was probably a good choice for that. In a heartbeat, she was straddling him. He tilted back the seat, then slid his hands under her skirt, exploring her bare thighs with his fingertips before he gripped her buttocks and pulled her closer.

      Cassie lowered herself on top of him, kissing the smile from his mouth even as his fingers eased beneath her panties. Cassie heard herself gasp, then he swallowed the sound. It felt so wanton and yet so right to be making out with Reid. He touched and teased her, making her writhe on top of him, and Cassie gripped his shoulders as she kissed him with increasing hunger. They were necking like teenagers, but she didn’t care. He felt so good. He was so hard. He touched her just right. He coaxed her higher and higher, then slipped his fingers inside her. Cassie found herself rubbing against him, wanting more than that.

      “Take off your jeans,” she whispered in his ear, then kissed him there for good measure.

      “My hands are busy,” he drawled, then winked. “Unless you want me to stop.”

      Cassie made a little growl of frustration at his confidence. “You know I don’t.”

      “I planned it that way.”

      “Don’t tell me I’m predictable.”

      “You’re not.” Surprise touched his expression as he glanced over her. “I never expected the plan to succeed.” He met her gaze again, his own hot. “I didn’t realize you were so passionate, Cassie.”

      “Maybe I wasn’t before.”

      “Maybe the big city is good for you.”

      “Maybe you should stop talking and finish what you’ve started.”

      Reid had time to grin, then Cassie kissed him again. She’d no sooner locked her mouth over his than he flicked his thumb against her three times in rapid succession. The move sent her over the edge, but he caught her nape with his free hand and devoured the sound of her release.

      She opened her eyes to find him watching her with satisfaction, his eyes gleaming. She slid her hand down the length of him, letting it linger on the front of his jeans. “Now it’s your turn.”

      Reid shook his head. “You’ll be late for dinner, and I’ll never live that down.”

      “But...”

      He kissed her swiftly and there was a raw hunger in his kiss. “The deal was a drive for a kiss but I’m open to further negotiations,” he said, his voice husky.

      “I do have your number.”

      “Call anytime.” He looked fierce then and Cassie was excited to catch a glimpse of his desire. She kissed him again, more slowly, then he eased her into the seat, opened the door, and got out. He walked around the car and got into the driver’s seat, cast her an intent look, then started the car. He reached into the glove box, his hand brushing her knees, and got a wipe. “In case I have to shake hands with Devin,” he murmured with a wicked wink, which made Cassie laugh out loud in surprise. He also removed her lipstick from his mouth. “Not my color,” he mused.

      Then he backed out of the spot, squealed the tires, and headed back to town.

      Cassie straightened herself out as Reid drove, fixing her lipstick and tugging down her skirt. She hoped she didn’t look too excited but knew there wasn’t much she could do about it. She was probably flushed after that orgasm and looking like she was ready for more. With any luck, she’d be able to go to her room at Tori and Nick’s and change before dinner.

      She’d just reassured herself that no one would notice when Reid turned the corner and she saw the large RV parked
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